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ABSTRACT
The redefinition of the Tragic Cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis in Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides
by
Advisor: Dee Clayman

Georgios Spiliotopoulos

In this dissertation, I discuss the revolutionary ways in which the three great Attic
tragedians Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides are breaking and reforming the tragic cycle of
hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, known to us from Homer and found as a common plot element in Greek
literature. I examine cases where the process of vengeance and retribution of ate-nemesis-tisis in
Attic tragedy is not initiated due to the hybris of the tragic hero. I further theorize that wherever we
observe an abnormality or redefinition of the so-called tragic cycle, this is not a random event but a
rather significant poetic moment worth further attention. In the cases where the sequence is
redefined by the three great Attic tragedians, it is usually an inescapable external force, such as
fate, necessity, or the human passions of the gods (e.g. jealousy, punishment for self-entertainment,
etc.), that substitutes for an element of the sequence and brings a tragic hero to destruction.
I put the above statement to test by examining all extant tragedies and fragments of
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides by using the tragic cycle as a theoretical tool for my analysis.
In this research, additional attention is paid to the meaning of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, and I
occasionally suggest a different English translation for certain passages, where the terms operate as
parts of the sequence. Figures which schematically represent how the tragic cycle operates in each
examined case are provided, showing the transition of the hero from happiness to misfortune.
Finally, I examine more equivocal cases where, despite the fact that the tragic cycle seems to be
following its expected route, there is still strong evidence of a deliberate deviation from a sequence
otherwise expected to result in the restoration of justice or the religious order.
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General Introduction
The tragic sequence or “tragic cycle”, known to us from Homer as the pattern of hybrisate-nemesis-tisis, has found wide use in the interpretation of Attic tragedy, and in particular, in
identifying a consistent sequence behind the chain of events that leads a tragic hero to
destruction. The process of error, vengeance, and retribution is a key element in the tragedies of
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, enabling the audience to gradually experience at the end
of the play a reestablishment of justice. This pattern, however, is occasionally broken and
reformed in the works of the Attic tragedians in a revolutionary way since it is not always
initiated as a result of the hero’s hybris or apparent wrongdoing. In this case, the chain of events
that leads to destruction appears to be bound to forces extending beyond human nature, such as
predetermined fate, divine envy (phthonos), or the human passions of the gods, such as jealousy,
hatred, desire for self-entertainment, etc. which may take the place of hybris.
Hybris or hubris (ὕβρις) is the result of either the overestimation of one’s abilities or of the
exceeding arrogance that defies one’s mortal nature. 1 Pride is frequently referred to as an insult
to the gods, who punish the sinner by sending ate (ἄτη) upon him, the blindness of mind. This
delusion then leads the tragic hero into a cycle of mistakes, until he commits a major thoughtless
act (ἀνοησία), a mistake that exceeds in nature and effect all previous ones, that will attract the
rage and vengeance of the gods, nemesis (νέμεσις). This divine wrath will soon result in tisis
(τίσις), punishment and destruction, leading eventually to the restoration of justice. In this sense,
hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis are the four interrelated components of a pattern that leads the tragic
hero from a state of happiness or olbos to a state of misfortune.

1

For the etymology of ὕβρις, see Chantraine (1983) 1150 and Beekes (2010) 1524-1525. Aristotle discusses hybris
in Rhetoric 1378b ff. In Attic law, ὕβρις was a term referring to an insulting, degrading action. Hybris, in this
forensic context, was the subject of a criminal prosecution by the State, a γραφή. The penalty after the assessment
of court could be as serious as death, if the defendant had struck the first blow.

1

The tragic cycle belongs to widely recognized patterns of the plot in Greek tragedy. Even
though the wording varies, the works below point to and recognize a sequence of pride-follydivine wrath-retribution that leads a person to destruction. While scholarship widely recognizes
a “pattern, cycle, sequence or process” that leads from hybris to ate and then to nemesis and tisis,
there is no general consensus as to the continuity and consistency of this sequence. Various views
exist as to what this pattern is and how it functions. Starting from the most recent scholarship,
different names have been attributed to the sequence, and they will be extensively analyzed in
the following chapter. Some characteristic examples are as follows:
“The tragic pattern of olbos-hubris-ate-nemesis-tisis” in Fountoulakis (2017) 105, 107,
109, 2 “the hybris-nemesis cycle” in Backe-Hansen (2016) 60, “the hubristic principle” in
Cudjoe-Grant-Otchere (2011) 1-29, “das hybris-nemesis-Konzept dramatisch” in Pallantza
(2005) 159, “the hybris sequence” in Fisher (1992) 256-263, “a general law of retribution” in
Griffiths (1991) 69, “the abstract cosmic cycle” and “the cycle of history-κύκλος” in Lateiner
(1989) 195, 197, 206, “the tragic pattern” in Easterling-Knox (1985) 447-448, “the sequence of
pride and punishment” id. 430, “the uninterrupted cycle of ὄλβος-κόρος-ὕβρις-ἄτη” in Burton
(1962) 116, “the hybris-nemesis concept” in Grene (1961) 481, “the pattern of pride and
punishment” in Lattimore (1961) 22-28, “the cycle of the tragic fact” in Cornford (1907) 233,
236 are some of the many names attributed to the same pattern of pride leading to punishment.
The word “cycle” is more rarely used to describe the sequence of events leading a tragic
hero to destruction and is mostly used to denote a broader family of interrelated works, such as
the Epic Cycle, or mythological cycles which, among others, offer the background of Attic
2

For example, “the tragic pattern of olbos-hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis” is used as a theoretical tool to evaluate the
sequence of events in Ezekiel’s Exagoge. Cf. Fountoulakis (2017) 106ff: “The wealth, power, prosperity, ignorance,
arrogance and recklessness of Xerxes and his men leads to the creation of a pattern of thought and action, in which
olbos leads to hybris and hybris to ate, and eventually to nemesis and tisis. This pattern already occurs in Herodotus
8.56-99, but is more fully developed as a central pattern in Greek tragedy, and of course in the Persae.”

2

tragedy, such as the Theban, the Argonautic, the Trojan cycle. However, through the word cycle
or κύκλος, the notions of continuity, repetition, and recurrence are denoted more effectively, and
this word is used in the Greek texts to describe the reversal of human fortune. This is the exact
word that is used in the advice and warning of the much afflicted Croesus to Cyrus in 1.207 of
Herodotus’ Histories: “There is a cycle of human vicissitudes, and while turning around it does
not allow the same persons to be fortunate all the time”. 3 The circularity of the pattern describes
the mutability of human fortune, which leads the hero from happiness to misfortune.
Following the above, the tragic pattern of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is henceforth named, for
the purposes of this dissertation, “the tragic cycle”. In the following chapters, I will utilize the
tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis or simply the “tragic cycle”, as a theoretical tool for the
analysis of selected tragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides. The tragic cycle is not only
found in Homer but is also a substantial part of Attic tragedy. Heroes, usually starting from a
point of happiness (eutychia - olbos) fall victim to this pattern and reach a state of dystychia.
Xerxes in the Persae of Aeschylus and Creon in the Antigone of Sophocles provide
representative examples of tragic heroes that fall into the cycle of exceeding arrogance leading
to their destruction, which brings the restoration of mortal and divine justice. However, in
noteworthy exceptions to this process that deserve further analysis, the sequence of events that
leads heroes to destruction follows a quite different order. Divine envy does not necessarily take
place due to human exuberance or error but is still a key element that initiates the tragic cycle,
as a result of the human passions of the gods. These, in general, seem to substitute for the hybris
of the tragic hero, bringing the chain of events that unfold the plot of the tragedy.

3
ὡς κύκλος τῶν ἀνθρωπηίων ἐστὶ πρηγμάτων, περιφερόμενος δὲ οὐκ ἐᾷ αἰεὶ τοὺς αὐτοὺς εὐτυχέειν. Lateiner (1989)
206 provides a detailed appendix of cyclical patterns of plot in Herodotus’ Histories. For an analysis on the role of
divine envy in Herodotus’ Histories, see Smolin (2018) 2-43.

3

The cyclical pattern of this tragic sequence, especially its initial element, hybris, has often
been attributed not only to humans but also to empires, city-states, and other fallen regional
hegemonies. Athenian imperialism has been portrayed by Thucydides and other Greek historians
as hybris since the city overextended its resources due to pride and ambition. By gathering and
consuming all funds of the Delian league –a treasure reserved for the urgent production of arms
in case the Persians invaded Greece again- in order to create the Parthenon, the swan song of
Classical Greece, the city fell in apparent ate. This lack of judgment led to other major
thoughtless acts, among which the expedition against Sicily. The equivalents of nemesis and tisis
soon followed, with the defeat of the city by Spartans and the establishment of the thirty tyrants. 4
The audience of the 5th century BC was quite familiar with these events, and the element
of hybris appears as a common feature of Greek tragedies from the era of the Peloponnesian
War. Not long after the end of the war, when the Spartans walked victorious in the city of Athens,
it was not themselves, but the very allies of the Athenians that suggested such an unthinkable
punishment that not even their enemies would accept: they asked the Spartans to make Athens a
πόλιν μηλόβοτον, a breeding ground for the sheep, a pasture.5 But the Spartans, in an unparalleled
magnanimity answered that they were unable to deliver such a cruel punishment to a Greek city
that once helped so much in the war against the Persians. Showing such pity and superiority in
punishment was considered an act of moderation and virtue that followed a deeper understanding
of the unstable human life, which so easily steps from happiness to misfortune.6

4

Hall (2018) 133ff sees a similar pattern in the behavior of Athenians over the citizens of Melos. Thucydides’ vivid
description of the arrogant words that the Athenian envoy directed to the Melians points to a type of “sin” equal to
hybris, which would then bring the blindness of mind and lead directly to the fall. Cf. Xenophon, Hellenica 2.2.19.
5
Isocrates Plataicus 14.31-32.
6
A representative example of this, among others is narrated in Herodotus’ Histories 1. 86.6 as Cyrus spared Croesus’
life on the pyre: “When Cyrus heard from the interpreters what Croesus said, he relented and considered that he, a
human being, was burning alive another human being, one his equal in good fortune. In addition, he feared
retribution (τίσις), reflecting how there is nothing stable in human affairs.”

4

The mutability of human fortune and the question of human happiness have been matters
of lengthy debate not only in philosophy and religion but also in Ancient Greek literature. In
Homer and Attic tragedy, we find views regarding the right proportion of human happiness,
beyond which the humans reach a state of hybris. Cases of “excessive happiness” (bliss, heroism,
or the Homeric aristeia etc.) often precede the tragic cycle and invoke the punishment of the
gods, who -bearing human passions themselves- envy anything that surpasses a moderate way
of living. Not only gods but also time and change bring the mutability of human fortune.
Heracles, in the Trachiniae (112 ff.) experiences success and failure like a swimmer, raised and
thrown back by the continuous succession of waves. This is why, as per Herodotus’ view, echoed
in tragedy, only after the end of one’s life a state of true happiness can be determined. 7
Words such as olbos, eutychia, and eudaimonia describe the happiness or prosperity of the
hero at the beginning of the play, and words such as dystychia and the synonyms of misfortune
are descriptive of the state of misery, sadness, or death in which it is concluded. The terms above
are related to the discussion of the nature and fragility of happiness, and how olbos and
eudaimonia could be preserved until the end of one’s life. Tyche, moira, and the equivalents of
fate often determine the events of human life. These terms will be analyzed in detail, and their
connection to the tragic cycle will be investigated. One of the key goals of my project is to show,
above all, that much more caution needs to be exercised when evaluating the bliss and
wrongdoing of heroes as elements of the plot that actually provoked their own destruction. With
this research, ambiguous cases of the tragic cycle will be outlined, along with the human passions
of the gods, as parameters that frequently substitute for hybris.

7

The view that happiness can be judged only after the end of one’s life appears multiple times in Attic tragedy, e.g.
Eur. Andr. 99-101: Χρὴ δ' οὔποτ' εἰπεῖν οὐδέν' ὄλβιον βροτῶν, / πρὶν ἂν θανόντος τὴν τελευταίαν ἴδῃς / ὅπως
περάσας ἡμέραν ἥξει κάτω and Soph. Oed. King 1528-30: ὥστε θνητὸν ὄντα κείνην τὴν τελευταίαν ἰδεῖν / ἡμέραν
ἐπισκοποῦντα μηδέν᾽ ὀλβίζειν, πρὶν ἂν / τέρμα τοῦ βίου περάσῃ μηδὲν ἀλγεινὸν παθών.

5

The “inability” of the gods to ensure that the tragic cycle is fulfilled in a way that points
towards justice, may be attributed to their imperfect nature.8 In Attic tragedy, human passions of
the divine -should we accept that these not only exist but also must exist, as an important element
of the plot in Attic tragedy- will receive our special attention, since they can substitute for hybris,
before the initiation of the tragic cycle. 9
The tragic cycle is not linear as a process, in the sense that it has the potential of repeating
itself; and indeed, even though this potential cannot practically be unfolded in the same tragedy,
many heroes like Orestes will fall into a tragic cycle although they are aware of the misfortunes
brought to their ancestors. In this sense, the hero starts from point “A” which is a relative state
of happiness (bliss, aristeia, etc.), and after the four steps of the tragic cycle ends up in the
symmetrically opposite state of A’ of dystychia.
This chain of events is sometimes abruptly initiated and results in a plot twist that
completely changes the direction of the plot, equal to what Aristotle would call περιπέτεια. 10 The
tragic sequence is not only related to a tragic flaw (hamartia) and punishment, but it is also
associated with the importance of the preservation of the right proportion in life, a balance equal
to what Aristotle would describe as “the mean relative to us”, even in happiness, prosperity, and
bliss, along with the difficulty of doing the right thing in given circumstances. 11

8

Ate does not even leave the gods unaffected; Zeus himself in the Iliad becomes a victim of Ate, sent by Hera, who
appears personified. As soon as he realizes that he has been deceived by the blindness of mind, he grabs Ate by her
hair and throws her all the way down to the edge of Mount Olympus. (Il. 19 95ff).
9
Aristotle challenged a fundamental problem in the core of moral philosophy, as to what is the right proportion of
experiencing and expressing passions. In an eloquent answer to Plato, he declares that the ideal situation for our
lives is not apathy; on the contrary, a person should be “as passionate as needed”. Nic. Eth. 1104b 24ff, Phys. 246b.
10
Poetics 1452a: περιπέτεια is the abrupt plot twist, which initiates the events that lead to destruction.
11
This difficulty of achieving the golden mean, against an unlimited number of possible mistakes is vividly
described by Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics (B 6 14-15): “But still, error is multiform -since evil is a form of the
unlimited, as the Pythagoreans stated, and good of the limited-, whereas success is possible in one way only -which
is why it is easy to fail and difficult to succeed - easy to miss the target and difficult to hit it; so this is another reason
why excess and deficiency are a mark of vice, and observance of the mean a mark of virtue: We can become good
in one way, but bad in many.” For a detailed approach of the notion of hamartia, see Bremer (1969).

6

MacDowell (1976), Dickie (1984), Fisher (1976, 1979, 1972), and Cairns (1996) among
others have discussed similar issues related to the tragic cycle in Homer and the works of Attic
tragedians and reached different conclusions regarding the presence or absence of hybris in given
circumstances. 12 I use these works as a starting point and, by analyzing the plots of representative
Aeschylean, Sophoclean, and Euripidean tragedies, I have assembled evidence that leads to a
different conclusion. The main argument of this dissertation is that ate, nemesis, and tisis in
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides can incur without the presence of hybris, and in these cases,
the tragic cycle is initiated as a result of the human passions of the gods or other inescapable
forces such as predetermined fate or necessity (ananke). These, among others, seem to substitute
for hybris and initiate the tragic cycle upon heroes, with devastating results.
I put the above statement to test by examining all preserved tragedies from the corpus of
Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, including fragments, where the tragic sequence of events is
initiated without the profound presence of hybris and is otherwise broken or redefined. 13 These
cases vary from the unwilling slaughtering of Heracles’ family due to ate imposed by the
jealousy of Hera, to the dark and deliberately confusing oracle of Apollo that brings ate to
Orestes, leading to matricide. In addition to these, we will look into more ambiguous cases such
as Alcestis, Bacchae, Ajax, Prometheus bound, and others where, despite the fact that the tragic
sequence seems to be following its expected route, it can still be understood as a way of satisfying
the human passions of the gods, and not as a restoration of justice or the religious order. 14

12

A representative example is the view of Fisher regarding the absence of hybris in Hippolytus of Euripides, given
that exceeding modesty does not coincide with hubristic behavior. Cairns (1996), on the contrary, challenges the
view above by stating that even modesty, to an exceeding extent, can signify disrespect and encourage divine wrath,
which justifies the punishment imposed by Aphrodite. For a detailed discussion, see Chapter 1 of this dissertation.
13
For the Ancient Greek texts, English translations and Fragments of the works of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides,
the Loeb Classical Library series is used, unless otherwise indicated.
14
Even though the gods are imperfect themselves, and thus unable to always deliver justice and restore the religious
order in a perfect way, they are still expected to show superiority to humans in the process of delivering justice.
This is outlined in Euripides’ Bacchae by Cadmus who states that “gods must not be similar in wrath with men” (v.
1348).
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The chapters of this dissertation, along with the survey of noteworthy and peculiar cases
in Attic tragedy where the Tragic cycle of hubris-ate-nemesis-tisis is broken or redefined will be
outlined in the following way. Chapter 1 is going to deal with the elements, definition, and
expected route of the tragic cycle. The background of the terms hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, their
etymology, use, and relevant discussion in recent scholarship will be explored. A brief history
of the tragic cycle as a theoretical tool for analysis will be provided, and accordingly, the uses of
this frequently called “tragic cycle”. In an attempt to show that this tragic sequence is indeed a
“cycle”, other cyclical patterns in nature, history, and poetry that point to the circularity of the
pattern will be analyzed.
While exploring the origins of the tragic cycle, the notion of human happiness has to be
analyzed, since this is the preexisting condition before the initiation of the sequence. This
discussion frequently appears in Herodotus, where human happiness (Olbos-EutychiaEudaimonia) is the reason for the initiation of divine envy (phthonos). The gods appear envious
of excessive human happiness, and the cases of Polycrates, Croesus, and Xerxes will be
analyzed, like those of “tragic heroes outside of tragedy”. Relevant notions of fate, (moira,
tyche), hamartia, along with the opposite of hybris and ate, i.e. sophrosyne have to be analyzed
as well. Chapters 2, 3, 4 will be the cornerstones of this dissertation, where the redefinition of
the tragic cycle in Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides will be discussed respectively. The
analysis will include and explore representative cases of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesistisis in passages from all ragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides and relevant fragments. 15

15

The primary sources to be analyzed are passages from all seven works of Aeschylus (The Persians, Seven Against
Thebes, the Suppliants, Agamemnon, Libation Bearers, Eumenides, Prometheus Bound), all seven works of
Sophocles (Electra, Ajax, Antigone, Oedipus the King, Oedipus at Colonus, Trachiniae, Philoctetes) and all nineteen
works of Euripides including the Fragments of Page, Snell, and Austin (Alcestis, Medea, Heracleidae, Hippolytus,
Andromache, Hecuba, The Suppliants, Electra, Herakles, The Trojan Women, Iphigenia in Tauris, Ion, Helen,
Phoenician Women, Orestes, Bacchae, Iphigenia in Aulis, Rhesus, Cyclops), along with selected fragments of the
three Attic tragedians.
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These chapters will include the relevant research of both primary and secondary sources,
the study of the relevant scholarship, the categorization and evaluation of the gathered evidence,
and the discussion of the projected results. Cases of the tragic cycle will be traced and analyzed
primarily as elements of plot in all tragedies of Aeschylus-Sophocles-Euripides including
fragments. Figures outlining this theoretical tool will also be provided at the end of each chapter.
In addition, we will focus on analyzing the words ὕβρις, ἄτη, νέμεσις, τίσις in the plays,
outlining their particular significance or even suggesting a different translation. In many
important cases, translating ἄτη merely as “doom” or “destruction” deprives us of much deeper,
important metaphors associated with the events of the tragic cycle throughout a play. In this
sense, through the analysis of the tragic cycle, we expect to make suggestions regarding the
English translation. 16 While analyzing the primary sources, a) I will collect all cases with regards
to the tragic cycle as a plot element b) I will collect and analyze the words ὕβρις, ἄτη, νέμεσις,
τίσις. I will evaluate the existence of the tragic cycle, based on the expected route of events that
lead a hero to destruction, and I will outline cases where this tragic cycle is broken or redefined.
Then, I will proceed with commenting on the use and importance of the sequence as an
element of the plot. Noting the uses of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, along with patterns of their
appearance, is of particular importance for this dissertation. The findings will be considered, not
only in a statistical way (i.e., when and how many times a particular word appears) but also with
a focus on a better understanding of the reasons for their appearance or absence respectively. 17

16

Phrases of significant poetic importance for the elements of the tragic cycle, such as “ἄτης δ' ἄβυσσον πέλαγος”
(Aes. Suppl. 470) and “μελανόζυγ' ἄταν” (id. 530) will be analyzed again through the spectrum of the tragic cycle.
17
Findings could be of particular interest: The appearance of the word ὕβρις or its derivatives two times in
Iphigeneia in Aulis and Iphigeneia at Tauris is interesting but probably coincidental. But in both the Suppliants of
Aeschylus (ca. 458 BCE) and the Suppliants of Euripides (ca. 423 BCE), the word hybris and its variants appear
exactly ten times in each play. The two tragedies have completely different plots, they are referring to entirely
different concepts, and yet the usage of the word ὕβρις and its variants could suggest a deeper connection between
the two works.
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My attempt to offer a “redefinition of the tragic cycle” is not focused on redefining the
known and widely acknowledged pattern of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. In turn, I will attempt to
provide an extensive survey that will outline the consistencies and inconsistencies of the tragic
cycle, after examining all extant tragedies, in an attempt to show that these take place deliberately
as an emphatic moment created by the poets themselves. In this sense, I will give emphasis to
cases where the tragic cycle is broken or redefined, along with the effect and result that such a
process will have on the plot of the tragedies.
Summing up, in my dissertation project, I aim to outline the importance of the cases in
which the three Attic tragedians are breaking and reforming a fundamental part of the Ancient
Greek tradition and religion: the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. Hybris, exceeding
arrogance that defies one’s mortal nature, is not always the reason why ate, the blindness of
mind, nemesis, the vengeance of the gods, and tisis, the punishment of the hero, occur. I suggest
that it is neither the violation of the golden mean nor a hero's wrongdoing, that leads to the painful
destruction brought upon them by the tragic cycle. By examining and closely analyzing all
representative cases, we will not only reach a sounder definition of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, but
we will also achieve a better understanding of how justice and religious order are implemented
in the works of the three great Attic tragedians and in Attic tragedy in general.
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Chapter 1: The origins of the Tragic Cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis.
1. Introduction
For every intellectual work, especially for the art that speaks most directly to society and
influences it deeply, a measure of its value has been the moral improvement of humans and their
living conditions. Attic tragedy was no exception. According to Plutarch, one of the first conflicts
between art and politics took place in the field of theater, a form of art with great social
importance. This is illustrated by a story that he has saved us in the Life of Solon (1.29). He says
that the legislator once met on the street the famous cart of Thespis, saw his performance, and
angrily said: “Aren’t you ashamed to lie like that, deliberately, in front of so many people?” "It's
not blameworthy," Thespis replied, "to say such things μετὰ παιδιάς (i.e. “as a game” or play)."
And then Solon hit his stick hard on the ground and remarked to him: “As we praise and honor
this game, we will quickly find it in the agreements we make in our daily lives.”
Thespis is defending the artist's right to move freely, beyond moral ethics and political
expediency, in the realm of fantasy, and he is regarded by many as the inventor of tragedy. But
perhaps the phrase “μετὰ παιδιάς” that he used to calm the politician's fears was not very
successful because it later prompted many philosophers to equate art with a game.
Plato is clear and unequivocal on this point: he removes tragic poets from his ideal state
altogether, on the grounds that not only do they offer nothing to the city, but they are also capable
of corrupting the citizens and instilling the public with pernicious passions, cowardice, softness,
and shamelessness. The artist is even further away from reality and the eternal Ideas, than
ordinary people are, the philosopher said in his Republic (595a-603b). Only near the end of his
life, will Plato finally tolerate art and acknowledge its important educational role. 18

18

Cf. Laws 2.656c: περὶ τὰς μούσας παιδείαν τε καὶ παιδιάν.
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This παιδιά, a word closely related to παιδεία, allowed the poets to philosophize regarding
the incomprehensible powers that determine human life and nature, and to frequently speculate
on the sequences of events that are set to bring humans from a state of happiness to a state of
misfortune. Thus, the origins of the pattern of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis have to be sought in the
very foundations of the genre of tragedy. The “cyclical” nature of the pattern will be explored
through comparable evidence pointing to the continuation of the tragic cycle among generations.
Starting from the meaning and etymology of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, we will explore the
scholarship dealing with these elements of the tragic cycle, and then use it as an organized
theoretical tool for analyzing the extant plays of the three great Attic tragedians.
After tracing the origins of the tragic cycle in Homer, Hesiod, and lyric poetry, we will
explore some conditions frequently preexisting the sequence. Human happiness (olbos-eutychiaeudaimonia), when seen in “excess”, can cause the initiation of the tragic cycle in two different
ways: either by leading to exuberance and hybris or by attracting the envy (phthonos) of the
gods, who then initiate the sequence upon a person. Cases like these are common and even appear
outside the context of tragedy, such as in Herodotus’ Histories. For this reason, we will analyze
three representative cases seen in the stories of Polycrates, Croesus, and Xerxes, as examples of
“tragic heroes outside of tragedy”.
Together with these, we will discuss the notions of moira, tyche, hamartia, and sophrosyne,
and the important influence of the human passions of the divine in the redefinition of the
sequence. Cases where the pattern of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis follows its expected route, where
it is broken or redefined, and ambiguous examples where it follows its expected route but in a
rather equivocal way will be analyzed. After defining the theoretical background of the tragic
cycle in this chapter, in the next three chapters I will put this idea to test, via the analysis of all
works and fragments of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides.
12

2. The elements of the Tragic Cycle
2a. Hybris: Etymology, meanings, and scholarly discussion.
Ὕβρις (hybris or hubris) is a complex term used to denote arrogance, offensiveness, and
wanton violence arising from the pride of strength or from passion. 19 The etymology of the word
is uncertain; interesting etymological suggestions include a possible connection of the prefix ὑplus the root βρι- (as seen in βριαρός, i.e. grave and stable) or a derivation of the word from
ὑπέρ, which would coincide more closely with its meaning. But these suggestions are refuted by
linguists. Given that the -β- along with the initial ὑ- hardly look Indo-European, various scholars
suggest that the word could be Pre-Greek. 20 The Hittite type *hu(wa)ppar which has a similar
meaning of heavy insult or hybris could be possibly connected to the word. The meaning of ὕβρις
(transliterated in English as hybris or hubris) has been a matter of lengthy debate in scholarship,
and we will analyze its various uses more extensively in this chapter.
In Homer, hybris is the result of either the overestimation of one’s abilities or of the
exceeding arrogance that defies one’s mortal nature. Hybris is often identical to the sin of pride
which is frequently referred to as an insult to the gods, or a direct insult stemming from disrespect
of one’s values. Agamemnon's act to dishonor Achilles and to show that he himself was superior
is perceived by Achilles and his comrades as hybris (Il. 1. 203, 214 and 9. 368). In the Odyssey,
the word is casually used in order to describe the hybris of the suitors whose “wantonness and
violence reach the iron heaven” (Od. 15.329). Hybris’ complexity as a term in Homer is more
apparent in cases where the wrongdoing has no immediate victim, as in a case discussed later,
where the term could mean “larking or expending resources without reason”.

19

For the etymology, definition, and comparative approach of the word ὕβρις, see Frisk (1960) 954, Dimitrakos
(1964) 7357, Chantraine (1983) 1150-1, Liddell-Scott (1996) 1841, Beekes (2010) 1524-5, Montanari (2015) 2174.
The term is extensively discussed in the works of MacDowell (1976), Fisher (1976, 1979, 1992), Cairns (1996).
20
The latest example is seen in the analysis of Beekes (2010) 1525.
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In Aristotelian terms, hybris could be any act failing to coincide with “the mean relative to
us”, a notion commonly appearing in ancient Greek thought as “the golden mean”. This flaw or
hamartia, outlines the difficulty of doing the right thing against all the odds in given
circumstances. 21 Aristotle discusses hybris in Rhetoric 1378b ff. In Attic law, ὕβρις was a term
referring to an insulting, degrading action, which was a more serious offence than αἰκία, bodily
ill-treatment. 22 In this forensic context, hybris was the subject of a criminal prosecution by the
State, a γραφή. The penalty after the assessment of court could be as serious as death if the
defendant had struck the first blow. Interestingly enough, the Athenian law does not classify
disrespect to the gods as an act of hybris and prosecutes only when a human is its victim.23
The scholarship dealing with hybris is lengthy and inconclusive with regard to a providing
a definition covering equally the wide spectrum of the term. Some of the most characteristics
pieces of scholarship will be discussed in an attempt to determine the term’s meaning. Fisher’s
articles regarding hybris and dishonor (1976 and 1979), paved the way for his extensive analysis
on the term, along with the values of honor and shame in Ancient Greece (1992). MacDowell
(1976) discusses matters related to hybris, with an emphasis on Athens. Cairns (1996) challenges
some of their views, evaluating in a different way both the appearance of the gods in selected
tragedies and the presence or absence of hybris in given circumstances. These works give new
perspectives and provide fertile soil for the continuation of this scholarly discussion. 24

21

This difficulty of achieving the mean, against an unlimited number of possible mistakes is vividly described by
Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics (B 6 14-15): “But still, error is multiform -since evil is a form of the unlimited, as
the Pythagoreans stated, and good of the limited-, whereas success is possible in one way only -which is why it is
easy to fail and difficult to succeed - easy to miss the target and difficult to hit it; so this is another reason why
excess and deficiency are a mark of vice, and observance of the mean a mark of virtue: We can become good in one
way, but bad in many.”. For a detailed analysis of the notion of hamartia in the Poetics and Greek tragedy, see
Bremer (1969).
22
Cf. Lysias On the Refusal of a Pension 24.15ff: “Λέγει δ᾽ ὡς ὑβριστής εἰμι καὶ βίαιος…”
23
Noteworthy here is that the law specifically mentioned “a child or woman or man” as the victims of hybris. A
person committing hybris against a god by disrespecting them would not be prosecuted under this law.
24
MacDowell’s, Fisher’s, and Cairns’ works offer a precious starting point for this research but do not examine the
notions of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis as parts of a sequential pattern.
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MacDowell (1976) 14-31 provides a general survey of the word hybris, as well as related
words (hybrisma, hybrizein, hybristes, etc.) following the detailed research of Lattimore (1964)
22-28. 25 He analyzes the causes and manifestations of hybris, using evidence from Homer,
Herodotus, Xenophon, Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, along with the virtue of sophrosyne
as the opposite of hybris and other relevant terms. As per the observation of Xenophon
(Cyropaedia 8.4.14) hybris is frequently implanted in humans by good fortune, and sophrosyne
by bad fortune; this is why it is harder to find a man behaving well in good fortune than in bad. 26
MacDowell (id.) refers to examples of hybris regarding animals first, noting that the word
describes the aggressive spirit and noise of the animal, such as the mighty white horse stepping
into a river and being swept away by it in Herodotus (Histories 1. 189. 1). In Plato’s Phaedros
(254 c-e), in the allegoric representation of the soul as a charioteer with two horses, the evil horse
is called hybristes. Along these lines, Hubbard (1995) 161-171 discusses Hesiod’s fable of the
hawk and the nightingale, suggesting that the one who becomes hubristic is the nightingale since
it challenges the more powerful hawk and for this reason, it is rightfully punished. In humans,
hybris is associated with young age, drinking and eating too much (as the suitors of Penelope in
the Odyssey), and riches. Depriving someone of a rightfully earned price, mockery, disrespect to
the gods, excessively good fortune, or even triumphing over someone else’s misfortunes could
be causes of hybris too. Following this analysis, MacDowell observes that hybris is an evaluative
word, not an objective one, always bearing a negative meaning. 27

25

For other representative examples in recent scholarship that question the common interpretation of hybris, see
Lattimore (1964), Vickers (1973) 29-32, Whitman (1951) especially 23, 29ff, and Kaufmann (1968) 73ff. Lattimore
(1964) 23 summarizes effectively the most important uses of the word hybris, writing that the term “may signify
assault and battery, rape, foul play, or plain physical disaster without motivation; the activity of wild animal spirits,
rapacity and greed, sexual lust; in general, violence; violent or criminal behavior; thus insolence (…); bullying, the
abuse of superior strength to humiliate the helpless living or outrage the helpless dead; or the mockery of the
sorrowful; conversely, mutiny or rebelliousness in an inferior toward a superior; rather rarely, ordinary insolence.”
26
Cf. Xen. Cyr. 8.4.14, Eur. Fr. 438. Aristotle says that it is not easy to bear good fortune without arete (Nic. Eth.
4.3f), effectively outlining the importance of the virtue of sophrosyne.
27
Relevant, yet not without critics, is the work of Hooker (1975) 235-7, who pursues a “neutral” definition to hybris.
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Fisher (1976) and (1979), in a series of two articles about hybris and dishonor, challenges
the “traditional view” regarding the nature and consequences of the term. By connecting hybris
to the idea of honor and shame, Fisher attempts to elucidate its meaning and uses, agreeing with
other scholars that we have no good reason to treat the word hybris differently in tragedy and in
law and that the distinction between “religious” hybris and “legal” hybris is problematic. 28 In
this sense, hybris is not to be seen primarily as a religious term, but rather as part of the broader
vocabulary in a moral or social context, thus connected with dishonor.
Another important addition of Fisher is the criterion of time (τιμή) as a means of
understanding the consequences of hybris. He attempts to show -in some cases stressing his own
theory too much- that it is a mistake to always attribute religious meaning to the word. It was
not, according to his note, that the suitors of Penelope ate and drank too much that made them
hybristai, as MacDowell stated, but rather their disrespect to the time - honor of Odysseus, the
breaking of the laws of hospitality, and the enjoyment they took in refusing to pay the proper
respect to the palace that deemed them as such. 29
Cairns (1996) 3-17 analyzes specific terms, clearly defined by Aristotle, that have been
used since Homer and Attic tragedy to describe the different internal attributes of mortals
towards the divine and one another. Mέγα φρονεῖν, which literally means “thinking big”, appears
to be responsible for the passions and misfortunes that accompany this notion in Greek literature.
Accordingly, a hybristes is the person who considers his own τιμή as higher than the τιμή of
others, by overestimating their powers or underestimating the powers of others.

28

The appearance of hybris in Athenian law is also responsible for its wide use in Greek texts and scholarship.
Statistically and numerically, as MacDowell (1976) points out, the most frequent sense of hybris in Aeschylus is
“lust”, in Sophocles “mocking-crowing over an enemy”. For a different view, see Andrewes (1971) 235 and
Lattimore (1964) 25ff. The parameters of divine judgement in Ancient religions are extensively analyzed in Griffiths
(1991) 47-94.
29
The hybris of the suitors in the Odyssey appertains to the complete sequence of the tragic cycle.
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The complexity of hybris is outlined by its multiple and occasionally surprising meanings,
from Homer to historiography, all the way to Attic tragedy. Some rather unexpected but not
unusual uses of the term show how hybris is frequently about expending resources and surplus
energy in a useless manner. Herodotus (2.32.3) narrates the story of a group of young men who
explore the African desert, undertaking this dangerous exploit due to the adventurous nature of
their young age, and for no practical usefulness, thus characterizing them as hybristas. 30
Following this analysis, rarer but substantial uses of the word could also describe forces of nature
that could cause injury, such as the extreme violence of a tempest.
Penelope’s suitors in the Odyssey are indeed notorious for excessive eating and drinking,
consuming Odysseus’ property. But in another, interesting case “they were enjoying themselves
in front of the house of Odysseus throwing discuses and javelins on a leveled ground, as before,
having hybris” (Od. 4.625-7). It might be challenging at first to understand why and how
throwing a discus or a javelin could be considered hybris. MacDowell (1976) 17-19 analyzes the
passage and defines the term here as “expending surplus energy in a useless manner”. Fisher
(1976) 187f. evaluates this passage differently, noting that the suitors’ behavior added to their
disrespect to the palace and the values of hospitality, where they acted as if they were at home.
Taking cases like these as an example, we can understand that the definition of hybris is
particularly challenging, and the meanings of the terms are frequently defined by their various
uses. Outside of a religious context, hybris mostly bears the general meaning of insult. Through
the definition of this and other terms that constitute the tragic cycle in Attic tragedy, we will not
only gain a better understanding of this sequence but also of the very meanings of the words.

30

MacDowell (1976) 18 states that in modern terms, “Hybris is the spirit which makes men climb Mount Everest
because it is there.”
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2b. Ate: Etymology, meanings, and scholarly discussion.
Ἄτη is derived from the verb ἀάω, having the meaning of bewilderment, delusion,
infatuation. Ate is synonym to the blindness of mind sent by the gods, mostly the punishment of
guilty rashness. 31 Τhe word’s etymology is traced to a form *ἀFα- meaning “to cause harm” and
thus the type *ἀFάτη is produced, similar to the Aeolian (Alcaeus) type αὐάτα and the Laconian
(Gytheion) type ἀFατᾶται, and could possibly derive from the PIE *h2ueh2~. Following these,
ἀFάτη could be possibly compared with ἀπάτη with the interchange of F and π.
In Homer, the word is used to denote ruinous mischief, ruin, blind folly, infatuation. Great
heroes like Ajax and kings like Agamemnon are seen to fall victims of ate, ἣ πάντας ἀᾶται. 32 Ate
does not even leave the gods unaffected; Zeus himself in the Iliad becomes a victim of Ate, sent
by Hera, who appears personified. As soon as he realizes that he has been deceived by the
blindness of mind, he grabs Ate by her hair and throws her all the way down to the edge of Mount
Olympus. (Il. 19 95ff). In this sense, Ate is seen as a goddess of folly, mischief and infatuation. 33
As such, ate occasionally denotes reckless guilt or sin, deception, bane, a pledge, and
thereupon perdition, doom, and strokes of fate. Given that the gods could fall victims to ate,
notably, the rare word ἀάατος (< ἀ privative + ἀάω), which means the “infallible, invincible,
without ate”, was never an adjective describing the Olympian gods, but only the water of Styx,
which was revered by the Olympians as a place where they sealed their own oaths. 34

31

For the etymology and definition of the word ἄτη, see Frisk (1960) 178, Dimitrakos (1964) 1137, Chantraine
(1983) 3 (entry for ἀάω), Liddell-Scott (1996) 270, Beekes (2010) 162-3, Montanari (2015) 394.
32
This event is narrated by Agamemnon himself (19. 95-133), stating that, when the father of the gods was deceived,
he himself could not have escaped ate. He goes on stating that he is not to blame, since “ἐγὼ δ’ οὐκ αἴτιός εἰμι, /
ἀλλὰ Ζεὺς καὶ Μοῖρα καὶ ἠεροφοῖτις Ἐρινύς”, who instilled folly in his mind when he deprived Achilles of Briseis.
Agamamnon’s judicial erring appears as ate earlier in rhapsody 9 (116ff: ἀασάμην, οὐδ’ αὐτὸς ἀναίνομαι).
33
Deceived by Ate, Zeus swore an oath that on that day a great mortal descending from himself would be born, and
would become the lord of the Argives. As Hera arranged to delay the birth of Heracles and accelerate the birth of
Eurystheus, the latter would become king. Deceived by Ate, Zeus cast her forever out of the dwelling of the gods.
Ate is also seen in the Il. 19.91-130 and 9.500 ff., as πρέσβα Διὸς θυγάνηρ Ἄτη, ἣ πάντας ἀᾶται.
34
Il. 14. 27 ἀάατον Στυγὸς ὕδωρ. The similar word ἀάβακτοι appears in Hesychius (cf. the digamma in *ἀFάτη).
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Ate appears personified in other cases in Homer, the foremost of which is the allegory of
Ate and the Litae, narrated by Phoenix to Achilles in the Iliad 9.502-512. 35 This is one of the
most studied cases of allegory in Homer, allowing us to observe many important aspects of the
term. Ate appears as the personification of delusion, error, and blindness of mind. She is fastrunning and is always followed by her sisters, the Litae, who are the personifications of prayers
and supplications. These are lame and wrinkled daughters of Zeus, who cannot keep up with
their fast running sister. Ate always arrives first, bringing folly and doom. But still, the Litae
bring great advantage to those who respect them since they are able to mitigate the misfortunes
into which Ate has led but they hold a person accountable for the crime if they are dishonored. 36
An equal mythological dimension appears in Hesiod's Theogony (l.230), where Ate is seen
as the daughter of Eris. In Apollonius of Rhodes Argonautica (4.817ff) Hera notes that “even
the gods are occasionally visited by Ate” (i.e., make mistakes due to poor judgement or delusion).
In Plato and Attic tragedy, ate is occasionally denoted by the word μανία which is often used as
its synonym or as its consequence. Mania is not simply a state of furor or evil but a form of
delusion where the person has lost insight and as a result commits unacceptable acts. In this
sense, ate appears interchangeably with mania in Attic tragedy.
The cases of Heracles and Medea, analyzed in chapter 4 of this dissertation offer examples
of the connection between ate and mania, given the common symptoms and effects that both
inflict on their victims. Plato in his Republic analyzes μανία in great detail, linking it to both
hubris and ate, as a state completely opposite to sophrosyne. Mania is seen in 53906, 573A-B,
among other examples of viciousness, frequently linked with delusion and folly. 37

35

Doyle (1984) offers a detailed analysis of ate in the Greek poetic tradition from Homer to Euripides.
This allegory is extensively analyzed, among others, in the works of Borg (2002), 37–81 and Yamagata (2005).
37
See Nussbaum (2001) 204-205 for a relevant analysis of these passages of the Republic.
36
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Ate has been discussed in scholarship less extensively than the word hybris, due to its less
frequent occurrence. Finkelberg (1995) 15-28, Padel (1995), 167–192 and Hershkovitz (1998)
128ff are some among the many scholars who define ate by its causes and outcomes.
Interestingly enough, the bibliography is more conclusive as to the nature and consequences of
ate. Dodds (1951) 38-41 describes ate as a temporary clouding or bewildering of the normal
consciousness, while Padel (1995) 166-259 analyzes the notion extensively and calls it a
temporary absence of mind due to divine intervention leading to doom. Yamagata (1994) 50–60
equally presents it as the irrational folly that leads to undesired results or even destruction. The
erroneous behavior of hybris is essentially the cause of ate, leading to further ruin, and eventually
to actions without nous or ratio, a so-called ἀνοησία.
In Attic tragedy, ate is connected with hybris, often acting as its consequence. 38 This
blindness of mind, in theory, could be harmless if it did not have direct victims. However, this
is rarely the case: ate usually results in a major thoughtless act or ἀνοησία. This can be
responsible for the occurrence of the punishment and destruction of the tragic hero, provoking
nemesis and tisis respectively. The fatal and harmful dimension of ate explains the most common
translation of the term in English as “ruin” in Attic tragedy.
Phrases of significant poetic importance, such as “ἄτης δ' ἄβυσσον πέλαγος” (Aes. Suppl.
470) and “μελανόζυγ' ἄταν” (id. 530) are used to describe the term. But there are even more
important cases where, translating ἄτη merely as “doom” or “destruction” would deprive us of a
much deeper metaphor associated with the events of the tragic cycle throughout a play. In the
analysis of particular passages related to the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis in Chapters
2, 3, 4, I expect to offer a different English translation of the term.

38

Cf. Sophocles Ajax 363: ὕβρις γὰρ ἐξανθοῦσ' ἐκάρπωσε σταχὺν ἄτης. Cases like this will be extensively analyzed.
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2c. Nemesis: Etymology, meanings, and scholarly discussion.
Νέμεσις, a word originating from the Greek νέμω literally means distribution of what is
due. 39 The term incorporates the Indo-European root *nem- which also bears the meaning of
“distribute” and “allocate.” Words like νόμος (law, order) are etymologically connected with
νέμεσις, which signifies the proper allotment and right division. Derivatives of the type *nemwith similar meanings are found in Germanic (niman) and Sanskrit (nάmαti), but the diverse
meanings of the words in Greek are noteworthy.
In Homer, nemesis is used to denote a righteous assignment of anger, wrath at anything
unjust or even resentment often seen together with αidos, the moral feeling of reverence, respect,
and shame for doing the wrong thing. 40 In the Iliad, Paris explains that it was not on account of
his wrath or indignation (νεμέσσι) against the Trojans that he sat in his chamber, but because he
wanted to give himself to sorrow. 41 Similarly, in the Odyssey, the word is used in order to denote
the wrath of men, but it is not associated with the gods. 42
In Hesiod, Nemesis is seen as the impersonation of divine wrath and is depicted as the
goddess of retribution (Cf. Op. 200 and Th.223). The object of just resentment, indignation at
one's own misdeed and a sense of sin, are some among the most frequent uses of the word in
Herodotus and Attic tragedy. Nέμεσις is often accompanied by the word αἰδῶς (αἰδῶ καὶ
νέμεσιν) and could denote retribution from the gods (cf. ἐκ θεοῦ in Hdt. 1.34) or from the law (ἡ
ἐκ τοῦ νόμου in Ael. VH 6.10). Other notable adjectives attributed to nemesis are ὑπέρδικος and
Ἀδράστεια. In Pindar, it appears as above and beyond dike (10.44: φυγόντες ὑπέρδικον νέμεσιν).

39

For the etymology, definition, and uses of νέμεσις, see Frisk (1960) 301, Dimitrakos (1964) 4867, Chantraine
(1983) 742-4 (entry for νέμω), Liddell-Scott (1996) 1167, Beekes (2010) 1005-6, Montanari (2015) 1387.
40
Il. 13. 121-2: ἀλλ᾿ ἐν φρεσὶ θέσθε ἕκαστος / αἰδῶ καὶ νέμεσιν· δὴ γὰρ μέγα νεῖκος ὄρωρεν.
41
Il. 6. 335-6: οὔ τοι ἐγὼ Τρώων τόσσον χόλῳ οὐδὲ νεμέσσι / ἥμην ἐν θαλάμῳ, ἔθελον δ᾿ ἄχεϊ προτραπέσθαι.
42
In the Od. 2. 136-7 Telemachus responds to Antinous that “νέμεσις δέ μοι ἐξ ἀνθρώπων /ἔσσεται.”

21

Aristotle treats νέμεσις as a philosophical term in his Nicomachean Ethics. The word here
has the meaning of righteous indignation or more broadly, the feeling of pain in response to the
undeserved success of others. Nemesis is treated by the philosopher as the mean between the two
extremes of envy (φθόνος) and taking malicious pleasure in the pain of others (ἐπιχαιρεκακία). 43
Aristotle’s views in the Nicomachean Ethics are extensively discussed in the analysis of Cairns
(1996) 17ff. who adds the criterion of τιμή and defines hybris as regarding one’s own value
higher than the honor of others.
These types of people are prone to committing hybris and attracting nemesis, which is often
bound to divine phthonos. Thinking big (μέγα φρονεῖν) is not always a negative trait that
provokes divine wrath; e.g., if a person is aware of their greatness, but without underestimating
the value of the others or the gods, should not be called ὑβριστής but μεγαλόψυχος. 44 Having
megalopsychia (literally: a “big soul”) is the cognate noun describing an important virtue in
Greek philosophy and religion.
In the discussion of nemesis, Cairns brings the parameters of intention and dispositional
aspect to the evaluation of whether an action should be characterized as hybris or not. Starting
from Aristotle’s ethical theory, he states that the safest criterion for distinguishing virtue from
vice is prohairesis, arguing that it means much more than “intention”; it is related to free will,
and one’s developed state of character (hexis). Thus, it is not the action per se or its dishonoring
effects, but the motive as the choice of a developed character that defines prohairesis. 45

43

Nic. Eth.: 2.7.1108b1-10: νέμεσις δὲ μεσότης φθόνου καὶ ἐπιχαιρεκακίας. But envy and rejoicing malice are not
easily seen as opposite extremes, and this scheme does not appear to be very successful. For a relevant analysis,
see Konstan’s approach in Pedrick - Oberhelman (2005) 13-26.
44
Therefore, μεγαλοψυχία is a virtue associated with both external and internal superiority, a synonym of greatness,
generosity, and compassion. For a relevant analysis of these terms towards τιμή, see Cairns (1996) 8ff.
45
A hero can commit hybris once without being a hybristes, as per Aristotle’s ethical theory, as one can commit an
unjust act without being an unjust person, if they do not possess the hexis, the habit and a clear intention. Aristotle
here refers to the continuous hexis, a habit that defines the character of a person based on continuous actions. The
distinction of committing injustice versus being unjust is not without shortcomings (e.g. committing theft is deeming
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Nemesis is frequently seen as close to hybris, often appearing as one of its consequences.
This cause-and-effect relationship of the two terms will be analyzed later in the scholarship
dealing with the tragic cycle. In one characteristic example in Herodotus, nemesis finds Croesus
right after Solon’s departure: Croesus had already shown his riches to Solon, while claiming a
position amongst the happiest of all humans, and the results of this hybris become immediately
apparent. Within the same sentence, Herodotus offers us the cause and effect of hybris and
nemesis, saying that “After Solon had departed, a great retribution from god (νέμεσις) came upon
Croesus, probably because he judged himself to be the happiest (ὀλβιώτατον) of all men”.46
In Attic tragedy, the term nemesis is often associated with the gods and appears as a result
of hybris. The notions of nemesis and phthonos are discussed by Konstan (2003) 74-86, who
sheds light on the importance and uses of the terms in poetry and philosophy starting from
Aristotle. Nemesis stands in the opposite pole of pity, Konstan notes, in the sense that the former
is directed at undeserved good fortune, while the latter at underserved bad fortune; thus, Konstan
states, nemesis is ascribed to the gods since it requires an assessment of fairness.
Coman (1931) 40-43, discussing nemesis in Aeschylus, notes that in the tragedian’s works
we have strong indications of an older, less rational deity in relationship to humans. 47 Nemesis,
often personified, is related to divine indignation, the “punitive morality” as Lattimore (1961)
26 states, “where, regularly, the righteous grievance of the avenger is lost sight of in the cruelty
of the vengeance.” In the following chapters, nemesis is going to be analyzed extensively in Attic
tragedy as an integral part of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis.

someone a thief) but its use lies in evaluating moral characteristics after continuous actions. Transpositions of the
text of Nic. Ethics in this passage have been suggested by Gauthier-Jolif (1959) 385, 406 and Irwin (1985) 335ff.
46
Histories 1.34.1: Μετὰ δὲ Σόλωνα οἰχόμενον ἔλαβέ ἐκ θεοῦ νέμεσις μεγάλη Κροῖσον, ὡς εἰκάσαι, ὅτι ἐνόμισε
ἑωυτὸν εἶναι ἀνθρώπων ἁπάντων ὀλβιώτατον. See pp. 43-45 in this chapter for a relevant analysis.
47
Further insight regarding phthonos and its consequences is offered in the works of Milobenski (1964) and
Steinlein (1941). Noteworthy is Stenger’s (2000) analysis regarding nemesis. For a detailed definition of these terms,
including a mythological analysis of their effect on humans, see Vollmer (1874).
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2d. Tisis: Etymology, meanings, and scholarly discussion.
Τίσις, the notion which brings the tragic cycle into fulfillment, stems from the verb τί(ν)ω,
and bears the meaning of vengeance, payment by way of return or recompense, and retribution.48
Tίνω originates from a thematized nasal Present *τινFω, while τίω originates from the IE root
*kᵂei-. The verb has the meaning of “settle, pay, avenge,” and consequently “punish”. Tίσις, as
its derivative, bears the meaning of payment, compensation, revenge. In Homer, Hesiod, and
Herodotus the type τείνυμαι appears, thus the spelling τείω, while compounds and derivatives
such as ἀποτ(ε)ίννυμι and ἀποτ(ε)ινύω are common in Hellenistic years. Τίσις is also seen in
derivatives and compounds with various prepositions like ἐκ-, such as ἔκτισις with the meaning
of penitence, serving a just punishment or fulfilling revenge.
In Homer, tisis appears as a term synonymous to nemesis, but more specifically noting the
final outcome of punishment directed to a sinful act. The word is used of the retribution for the
murder of Orestes. 49 In another noteworthy case in Homer, the verb τίω, from which the word
tisis originates, is seen close to ate: in the two concluding verses of his pledge to his mother
Thetis, Achilles notes that the punishment of the Greeks may allow Agamemnon to understand
his ate, due to which he failed to offer tisis, i.e. to honor, the best of the Achaeans. 50 Much
earlier, at the beginning of the Iliad, Chrysis asks Apollo to shoot his dark arrows against the
Greeks. These are going to provide the god’s tisis for the priest’s tears, i.e. an equal amount of
sorrow to those who disrespected the old suppliant.51 In the Odyssey, the gods are the ones who
τίουσιν justice, distributing honor to the just deeds of men.52

48

For the etymology and definition of τίσις, see Frisk (1960) 902, Dimitrakos (1964) 7291 (and 7296 for τίω),
Chantraine (1983) 1120-1 (entry for τίνω), Liddell-Scott (1996) 1798, Beekes (2010) 1486-7, Montanari (2015)
2124.
49
Od. 1.40: ἐκ γὰρ Ὀρέσταο τίσις ἔσσεται Ἀτρεΐδαο.
50
Cf. Il. 16. 273-4: γνῷ δὲ καὶ Ἀτρεΐδης εὐρὺ κρείων Ἀγαμέμνων / ἣν ἄτην, ὅ τ᾿ ἄριστον Ἀχαιῶν οὐδὲν ἔτισεν.
51
Il. 1. 42: τίσειαν Δαναοὶ ἐμὰ δάκρυα σοῖσι βέλεσσιν.
52
Od. 14. 84: θεοὶ μάκαρες... δίκην τίουσι καὶ αἴσιμα ἔργ' ἀνθρώπων.
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Tisis appears to be the result of nemesis, retribution, the reestablishment of justice and
order, unavoidably connected with punishment and occasionally destruction in Herodotus. In the
Histories, it appears as a synonym of punishment or τιμωρία. 53 Lateiner (1989) 142-144 observes
that tisis literally means to ison (i.e. the equal) in Herodotus, and appears as a common historical
principle voiced by the author. In this sense, “to ison”, is the equal portion, which is meant to
establish the equilibrium, balance, or order, also applying to natural and metaphysical balance,
which in Herodotus’ Histories preserves a healthy world of equality and justice (6.72.1, 8.105.1,
etc.).54 Accordingly, tisis represents a necessary balance seen in a superhuman level, often
preserved by the intervention of the gods, and on other occasions by tyche or fate.
Tίσις is often associated with τιμή, and the verb τίω means “to honor”. Τhis connection is
understood on multiple levels, given that τιμή (honor, price, etc.) is meant to describe the equal
value of a person or item. According to this, distributing the just value to friends means to honor
them, and doing justice to enemies would mean to seek retribution. The power to repay,
recompense, requite, are characteristic of tisis. Words like amends, atonement, compensation,
penalty, punishment, retaliation, retribution are equally descriptive of the term. Following the
above, tisis would be possibly equivalent to the Latin “poenas dare”.
Apart from negative retribution, tisis could bear a positive meaning. In Theognis, Zeus
provides the power of equal requital both to friends (positive) and to foes (negative). 55 This
meaning of tisis is directly related to the verb τίω, which means to “pay respect, revere”, and is
even associated with τιμή by means of “repayment” of what is due.

53

Herod. 3.126, 128: Ὀροίτεα Πολυκράτεος τίσιες μετῆλθον. In the case of the tyrant of Samos Polycrates, whose
story is of particular interest and will be analyzed in this chapter, the word τίσις is used in order to describe the
“avengers” or Ἐρινύες, who will seek the punishment of king Oroetes following Polycrates’ murder.
54
In a very interesting example in the Iliad 5. 467, tisis and to ison are seen together in the same verse: ὅν τ' ἶσον
ἐτίομεν Ἕκτορι δίῳ. Τhis reference, once again outlines the common meaning of the two terms.
55
337: Ζεύς μοι τῶν τε φίλων δοίη τίσιν… τῶν τ’ ἐχθρῶν.
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It has been said that “in tragedy as in life it is common for a man's suffering to go far
beyond what he morally deserves.” 56 In this sense, tisis in Attic tragedy in multiple cases goes
beyond the anticipated punishment that would re-establish justice or religious order. The
examples of Pentheus in the Bacchae, as well as heroes like Heracles or Bellerophon, indicate
that this is indeed the case. If we accept that every erroneous deed could be perceived as an event
disturbing the order present in the matters of humans, then tisis, brings eventually the restoration
of divine justice and the lost equilibrium. 57 The question of whether tisis actually achieves a reestablishment of this order, to what extent and in which cases, is going to be a central question
in our analysis of the events of the tragic cycle.
From the cited scholarship, we gather that there seems to be a “traditional view” on the
religious nature of the terms hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, and a more recent view arguing in favor of
the words’ non-religious meaning. This tendency is justified due to the per se examination of the
words’ use in tragedy and other genres. But the fact that cases of hybris for instance, meaning
“disrespect towards the divine” are numerically less than its other meanings does not deem it
unimportant; on the contrary, these references are cornerstones for understanding the sequence
of events that lead a tragic hero to destruction. Even though hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis have been
individually examined in almost every context from Homer to Aristotle, the connection of these
concepts in an organized sequence of events has not been analyzed at the same length. In the
following section, I discuss the scholarship that acknowledges a cause and effect connection
between hybris and the remaining sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis, resulting in a pattern of thought
and action which we will examine and call for the purposes of this dissertation “the tragic cycle”.

56

Easterling-Knox (1985) 310.
In cases like these, tisis appears as the final result of hybris. The two terms are frequently seen together in the
Odyssey, describing the punishment of Penelope’s suitors. Cf. Od. 24. 351-2: μνηστῆρες ἀτάσθαλον ὕβριν ἔτισαν.

57
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3. The origins, history, and uses of Tragic Cycle
3a. The tragic sequence or tragic pattern: definition and uses of the term.
The tragic cycle is one of the various recognized patterns of the plot in Greek tragedy. A
sequence of pride-folly-divine wrath-retribution that is responsible for a hero’s destruction is
widely acknowledged in scholarship and hermeneutics, but different opinions exist as to the
continuity, consistency, and use of this sequence. Scholarship seems to widely recognize a
“pattern”, “cycle”, “sequence” or “process” that starts from hybris, proceeds to ate and then
results in nemesis and tisis. Interestingly enough, there is no general consensus as to the nature,
attributes, and importance of this pattern, along with its effect on the play. For this reason, it is
necessary to explore some of the most important names and characteristics attributed to this
sequence of events, starting from the most recent scholarship:
The most recent use of this sequence can be found in Fountoulakis (2017) 105, 107, 109,
as “The tragic pattern of olbos-hubris-ate-nemesis-tisis”. In this article, the author uses the
tragic pattern as a theoretical tool for the analysis of the events taking place in Ezekiel’s Exagoge.
He first acknowledges the existence of the pattern in Herodotus 8.56-99 and goes on to compare
the Exagoge with Aeschylus’ Persae. 58 Interestingly enough, the author mentions olbos, i.e.
fortune and prosperity as a starting point of the sequence, comparing it alongside the arrogance
and recklessness of Xerxes and his men, that eventually led to the development of the pattern. 59
He goes on to provide comparisons with similar stories where the “tragic pattern of olbos-hubrisate-nemesis-tisis” is a dominant scheme such as many of the events narrated in Plutarch’s Lives,
including the story which deals with the arrogant life and tragic end of Artavazes. 60

58
Among other passages, Aeschylus’ Persae 337-344, 377-383, 352 are compared with the Exagoge 194-201, 202203, 219 respectively. For a similar analysis between the two works, see Xanthakis-Karamanos (2002) 420.
59
Fisher (1992) 256-263 refers to the pattern reaching different conclusions, as it will be shown in this section.
60
This story of the decapitation of Artavazes in Alexandria is narrated by Velleius Paterculus 2.82.3.

27

Recent scholarship has frequently named the pattern after its most characteristic notions,
eventually dealing with its cause-and-effect structure, emphasizing the cause of hybris and the
effect of nemesis. Along these lines is the analysis of Backe-Hansen (2016) 60ff which deals
with the “hybris/ nemesis cycle”, and acknowledges a cyclical pattern in the scheme of
wrongdoing and retribution. This approach appears in other pieces in scholarship as a generally
dramatic concept or an otherwise fundamental element of the plot leading from hybris to
nemesis. In this way, the sequence of events is described as “the hybris-nemesis concept” in
Grene (1961) 481ff, appearing again translated in German by Pallantza (2005) 159ff as “das
hybris-nemesis-Konzept dramatisch”.
Cudjoe-Grant-Otchere (2011) 1-29 offer a small but rather interesting survey of cases
where hubris leads to ate and nemesis, overturning the previously prosperous state of a person.
In their paper, they name the sequence of events that lead kings and tragic heroes to destruction
“the hubristic principle”. In their definition, they acknowledge that the word principle is meant
to describe the expected events of this tragic pattern, which occurs as a general rule, and they go
on further to perform a moral evaluation of the heroes that are entangled in this chain of events.
Along these lines, Griffiths (1991) 69ff. talks about “a general law of retribution” which is
going set to reestablish human and divine justice by the punishment of the act of hybris.
Easterling-Knox (1985), will name the chain of events that lead from hybris to ate, nemesis, and
tisis as “the tragic pattern”, a term which appears three times in this book (p. 432, 447),
explaining the reasons for the fall of Athens, as well as the dramatic events in the lives of
Croesus, Cyrus, Polycrates, and Xerxes as seen in Herodotus’ Histories. The authors state that
this tragic pattern is fundamental to understanding the Persian wars, and note Herodotus’
acquaintance with Aeschylus’ Persae, especially as per the construction of his stories’ plot. 61
61

Earlier (ibid. p. 310), a “sequence of pride and punishment” appears as a cause-and-effect process in Aes. Ajax.
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Lattimore (1961) 22-8, as part of his book analyzing story patterns in Greek tragedy, notes
the existence and importance of “the pattern of pride and punishment”. 62 This pattern appears
frequently in Greek tragedies and, as the author notes, is more commonly initiated due to an
error, fault of character, or insult against a god. The notion of hybris, along with its role and
effect in this “pattern of pride and punishment” needs to be re-evaluated according to Lattimore,
together with nemesis. The “punitive morality” behind nemesis is noteworthy in this story
pattern, but the author insists that caution needs to be exercised because if the same terms and
standards that are used for humans are applied to the behavior of the gods, many of them
technically commit hybris. 63 Despite the challenging terms describing it, this pattern, along with
the patterns of hamartia and choice, is one of the most important ones in Greek tragedy.
Lateiner (1989) 195, 197, 206 describes the same pattern as “the abstract cosmic cycle”
and “the cycle of history-κύκλος”. This tragic sequence is one among the many cyclical patterns
and the scholar notes that and not all are necessarily associated with hybris and nemesis. By
analyzing specific examples from Herodotus, he outlines a historical principle that preserves
metaphysical balance in the name of tisis, which leads to equality and justice, i.e to ison. 64
Other scholars also outline the cyclical nature of this sequence, such as Burton (1962) 116ff
who talks about “the uninterrupted cycle of ὄλβος-κόρος-ὕβρις-ἄτη” and Cornford (1907) 233,
236 who deals with “the cycle of the tragic fact”. Cornford makes an interesting yet very
ambitious comparison of Thucydides with Aeschylus, outlining this sequence of events while
developing a tragic pattern associating hybris with false hope, fortune, and deception.

62

Also see Lattimore (1964) and Sommerstein (1973) who deal with similar patterns in ancient Greek literature.
Dionysus’ mockery and excessive punishment against Pentheus in the Bacchae, Hera’s jealousy and destruction
of Semele in the same play, and Aphrodite’s mockery in Hippolytus are representative examples of gods committing
hybris. In Hippolytus 445-446 Hera is responsible of hybris as per the words of the text, against a human who has
committed hybris himself: ὃν δ᾽ ἂν περισσὸν καὶ φρονοῦνθ᾽ εὕρῃ μέγα, τοῦτον λαβοῦσα πῶς δοκεῖς καθύβρισεν.
64
Important cyclical patterns in nature, history, poetry, along with Lateiner’s views will be discussed here in 3b.
63
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Fisher (1992) 256-263 discusses the connection between hybris and nemesis, using the
term “the hybris/nemesis cycle” observing that an immediate connection between the two occurs
just twice in Greek tragedy (Soph. El. 790-2; Eur. Phoen. 179-82). 65 The gods, seem to note
hybris, and show indignation at undeserved good fortune but do not immediately react to it,
according to the observations of Fisher, as the correlation between hybris and nemesis has been
enormously exaggerated. In any case, the gods occasionally seem to commit hybris themselves,
with or without good reason, over an unfortunate victim, who is occasionally innocent.66 In his
earlier article, Fisher (1979) 43 uses the phrase “tragic pattern.” Even though the words hybris
and nemesis rarely appear together, critics of Fisher including Cairns (1996) note that this
analysis is inconclusive regarding the use of the terms as plot elements. Furthermore, other terms,
such as ate, are more frequently appearing after hybris.67
Dodds (1951) 31, 48, Will (1972) 598, Pohlenz (1954) 181, and Solmsen (1975) among
others, analyze and offer examples of the tragic cycle in Attic tragedy, describing how hybris
leads to nemesis and tisis, and have provided important information and relevant background for
this research.

68

Last but not least, Munteanu (2012) offers a detailed analysis stating that

Aristotle is the first to acknowledge the importance of an organized sequence of events that
produce and eventually lead to the tragic plot. In his Poetics (1452e34-1453a9 ff.), Aristotle
discusses the concept of hamartia, an “error” of the tragic character that initiates the chain of
events leading to destruction, and often emphasizes the undeserved nature of their suffering. 69

65

Also see Finglass (2007) 346f. In this dissertation, I bring more examples, such as Aes. Agamemnon vv. 750-781.
But of course, there is no force that could “punish” their own hybris. Additional examples of divine hybris
provided by Fisher (1992) can be found in Euripides Hipp. 446, Ion 506, Bacch. 9 and 616.
67
Fisher’s positions, along with those of his critics, are going to be discussed in great detail in the following chapters
of this dissertation, dealing with the redefinition of the tragic cycle in Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides.
68
For an analysis of how hybris leads to nemesis in Herodotus, see Pohlenz (1937) 120ff, Solmsen (1974) 5-11,
Lloyd-Jones (1971) 68ff, Rogenbogen (1962) 57ff. In Thucydides, see De Romilly (1947) 268ff and Cornford
(1907) 182ff.
69
The connection of the Aristotelian hamartia, the ancient virtue of the golden mean, and the causes of the tragic
cycle will be discussed extensively in section 3c of this dissertation.
66
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3b. Why a cycle? Cyclical patterns in nature, history, and poetry.
From the previous section, it became evident that multiple names have been attributed to
the tragic pattern that leads from pride to punishment, which will be called for the purposes of
this dissertation “the tragic cycle”. An important element included in this name needs to be
defined, and this is the cyclical nature of the process. Naming the sequence of events that drive
the tragic hero to destruction merely as a “pattern” does not depict the circularity of the sequence,
which leads the hero from a state of happiness to a state of misfortune. 70 In an attempt to show
that this process is not linear but circular, we have to look into similar cyclical patterns in nature,
history, poetry, as well as the four elements of the tragic cycle. 71
In Herodotus’, Croesus gives advice to Cyrus, extending the warning that “there is a cycle
of human vicissitudes, and while it is turning around, it does not allow the same persons to be
fortunate all the time”. 72 In his analysis of the passages above, Lateiner (1989) 195-197 notes
that on a superhuman level there is an abstract cosmic cycle identified as a cyclical mechanism
of preserving justice. In this sense, happiness is always balanced (by the gods, fate, the universe,
etc.) by some equal portion of sorrow. 73 This is why happiness in Greek thought was sought at
the very end of a person’s life, since this is when all pros and cons of the lifespan eventually
reach their final proportion, and only then it can be determined if one was indeed blissful.

70

Statistically, in recent scholarship the word “cycle” is frequently used to denote a broader family of interrelated
works, such as the Epic Cycle, or the three mythological cycles that created the birthplace of Attic tragedy (the
Theban, the Argonautic, the Trojan cycle) rather than the tragic pattern leading from hybris to ate, nemesis, tisis.
71
Some interesting background regarding number four (4) is also relevant to the four elements of the tragic cycle.
Number four appears in the elements of nature (earth-wind-fire-water), and Aristotle held that there are basically
four causes in nature: the material, the formal, the efficient, and the final. The Stoics held with four basic categories,
all viewed as bodies (substantial and insubstantial) as well. And then the four seasons, in which, as we will discuss
in this section, scholarship sees a connection with the tragic cycle and cosmic order.
72
Histories 1.207: ἐκεῖνο πρῶτον μάθε, ὡς κύκλος τῶν ἀνθρωπηίων ἐστὶ πρηγμάτων, περιφερόμενος δὲ οὐκ ἐᾷ αἰεὶ
τοὺς αὐτοὺς εὐτυχέειν.
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Lateiner (1989) 207 has collected all cyclical patterns in Herodotus, and presents them schematically, side by
side, in the form of the appendix. Even though not all of them appertain to what I call “the tragic cycle” in this
dissertation, the comparison of these cases with Attic tragedy leads to a better understanding of cyclical patterns.
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Murray (1913) 62ff sees a connection in the cycle of the four seasons and the tragic
sequence: earth reaches a state of hybris, i.e. overextension of its prosperity during the Spring
and Summer, and thus the Fall and Winter operate as the counterparts of the tragic cycle
(nemesis-tisis), where the order of nature is restored. After this period, the earth is set to be
reborn, Spring will come anew, and the rejuvenation of nature will take place all over again.
Hubris, adikia, pride or injustice, bring the “death” of nature too. Even the sun, helios, which in
most religions is worshipped as the personification of the ultimate being, “cannot transgress his
measures," says Heraclitus; "if he does, he shall be pursued by Erinyes, till justice be refulfilled."
Cyclical patterns, by definition, need to have the potential of repeating themselves, i.e.,
returning to point A, after point A’. The word potential is crucial here because a cycle will
incorporate the ability to repeat itself, but not necessarily for the same person or in the same
tragedy (this among other reasons, would be impractical). Heraclitus says that “Ξυνὸν γὰρ ἀρχὴ
καὶ πέρας ἐπὶ κύκλου περιφερείας” as well as “Ὁδὸς ἄνω κάτω μία καὶ ὡυτή”, and are
characteristic in this sense. This potential also offers an indirect warning, i.e. that others could
engage in the same cycle of mistakes as the tragic hero. This becomes apparent in other tragedies
where the sequence of events that leads the tragic hero to destruction is repeated in a cyclical
pattern: similar deeds and misfortunes, but among different eras and people.
Even though the tragic cycle is mostly linear as per its outcomes, in the sense that no mortal
could overturn its results and return to its starting point, we could also identify traces of its
relationship with the Homeric ring composition. In this sense, the hero starts from point “A”
which is a relative state of happiness (bliss, aristeia, etc.), and after the four steps of the tragic
cycle ends up in the symmetrically opposite state of A’ of dystychia, as shown schematically on
the next page. Exceptions to this cyclical pattern will also be analyzed in Chapters 2, 3, 4.
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The beginning of the tragic cycle is described by words such as olbos, eutychia, and
eudaimonia; these signify the happiness or prosperity of the hero at the beginning of the play.
This bliss is frequently the reason behind actions of exuberance that bring hybris. Soon enough,
ate, delusion follows, resulting in the wrath of the gods, i.e. nemesis, and the destructive
punishment of the tragic hero which will bring the restoration of justice, i.e. tisis. The completion
of the cyclical pattern will result in a symmetrically opposite situation for the tragic hero, who
possessed a state of eutychia before the sequence but is now seen in a state of dystychia. Words
descriptive of misfortune are characteristic of the state of misery, sadness, or death in which the
tragic cycle concludes, following the events of tisis and the restoration of the religious order.
Schematically, a complete tragic cycle can be seen as follows:

A. The hero is in an apparent state of relative happiness or well-being (i.e. olbos, eutychia, etc.). 74
1. Hybris: The tragic hero surpasses his limits, often insulting the gods or committing a hamartia.
2. Ate: delusion, err, falls upon the hero. He shows lack of rational judgement, often mania.
3. Nemesis: retribution, divine wrath, often the inescapable net of events leading to punishment.
4. Tisis: the event of punishment, payment, requital, and the destruction of the hero that follows.
A’. Following the events of the tragic cycle, the hero reaches a state of misfortune or dystychia.
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The well-being of the tragic hero before the tragic cycle is relative in some cases. For example, the hero in
Bellerophon is seen at the beginning of the tragedy already being in a state of misfortune, but after the events of the
tragic cycle he ends up finding himself in an even greater, terminal, state of misfortune or dystychia.
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A representative example of the complete route of the tragic cycle in Attic tragedy, starting
from olbos and ending in dystychia, can be found in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon vv. 750-781.
“There is an old saying among men” the Chorus says, “that a man’s prosperity, when grown
great (μέγαν τελεσθέντα φωτὸς ὄλβον) has offspring, and from the good fortune, there springs
insatiable woe” (ἀκόρεστον οἰζύν).75 The Chorus explains the cyclical process of the tragic cycle
by stating that its events are frequently repeated from generation to generation, and that an
impious deed brings more to follow (vv. 758-766). In this sense, an old hybris (ὕβρις μὲν παλαιὰ)
brings a new one (νεάζουσαν… ὕβριν), and the tragic cycle is repeated from the ancestors to
their descendants. This passage is particularly important for our analysis, for one because it
provides evidence for the cyclical nature of the pattern of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, and also
because it determines its pre-requisite (olbos-eutychia) and outcome (oizys-dystychia).
The legend of Ixion, which appears in Pindar’s Second Pythian Ode, is one more of the
many examples of the expected route of the tragic cycle. Ixion is known to have murdered
treacherously his father-in-law and was subsequently purified by Zeus himself. But the hero
proved ungrateful, and having conceived a mad passion for Hera, he tried to assault the
goddess. 76 Pindar notes that "His hybris roused him to arrogance, blind infatuation, and ruin (i.e.
ate). His sins bore fruit, and he lay with a cloud in Hera's shape, provoking Zeus’ wrath (i.e.
nemesis). 77 His punishment by Zeus is that he is bound to the four-spoked wheel, on which he
forever turns (i.e. tisis). Equal was Zeus’ punishment to other figures such as Tantalus, who
tricked and humiliated Death himself twice and abused divine favor by coming to life again.
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The poetic word οἰζύς is a synonym to dystychia, and frequently appears as the outcome of the tragic cycle.
Accordingly, in Attic tragedy, the cause of hybris is often the overestimation of one’s abilities characteristic of
humans who, despite being born mortals by nature, they think of themselves as if they are not. cf. Ajax vv. 760-761.
77
Similar is the wording in Attic tragedy, e.g. in Aeschylus’ Persae, where hybris blossoms and produces a crop of
ate, from which it will “reap a harvest of universal sorrow”. vv. 821-822: ὕβρις γὰρ ἐξανθοῦσ᾿ ἐκάρπωσε στάχυν
ἄτης, ὅθεν πάγκλαυτον ἐξαμᾷ θέρος. This “harvest” should be regarded as the outcome of nemesis and tisis.
76
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3c. Prerequisites for a Tragic Cycle: olbos, divine phthonos, hamartia, lack of sophrosyne.
We have already analyzed the elements of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis,
along with its circular nature. In this section, we will explore some common prerequisites and
reasons which frequently precede and define the appearance of the tragic cycle. This analysis
will allow us a better understanding of the pre-existing conditions which most often initiate the
sequence of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. In general terms, the appearance of excessive happiness
could provoke divine envy, or alternatively, a tragic flaw (hamartia) due to lack of sophrosyne,
are frequently common elements responsible for the initiation of the tragic cycle.
The notion of human happiness has been a matter of lengthy debate in religion, philosophy,
and poetry, and its definition has changed radically over the years. “Ask yourself whether you
are happy, and you cease to be so” wrote John Stuart Mill, an English philosopher and
economist.78 However, in ancient Greek thought and belief, human happiness could be
determined only after the end of one’s life. Being the point of no return, death was considered
the mark after which a life could finally be evaluated. The idea of the afterlife seemed obscure
in Greek thought and human happiness was determined by this life’s standards and deeds.
Among the Greek words that describe human happiness, three most commonly appear from
Homeric poetry to Herodotus and Attic tragedy: εὐδαιμονία, ὄλβος, and εὐτυχία. These three
terms underline different nuances of bliss and will be important in our analysis of the transition
from happiness to misfortune. Following the above, the notions of sophrosyne and tyche or fate
will be important parameters regarding the events preceding the tragic cycle.
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In his Autobiography (1806-73) the philosopher goes on: “Those only are happy, who have their minds fixed on
some object other than their own happiness; on the happiness of others, on the improvement of humankind, even on
some art or pursuit, followed not as a means, but as itself an ideal end. Aiming thus at something else, they find
happiness by the way…”
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Ὄλβος, first of all, means happiness and bliss. In Odyssey 6.188 Ζεὺς δ' αὐτὸς νέμει ὄλβον
ἀνθρώποισιν. This word frequently appears in Attic tragedy, meaning the prosperity, blessed
state, wealth, happiness. The adjective ὄλβιος denotes the blessed one, having goods. The word
appears even in a superlative form as ὄλβιστος. 79 Εὐδαιμονία is the highest level of true
happiness. From the εὐ- “good” plus δαίμων “spirit, genius, demon”, the term is associated with
good fortune, opulence, the opposite of κακοδαιμονία. Εὐτυχία is good luck, success, prosperity,
the opposite of ἀτυχία or δυστυχία. Incorporating the word τύχη, it offers a lively connection of
happiness with good luck and is often seen with κόρος or satiety, i.e. a feeling of “fullness”. 80
Even though excessive happiness and bliss are not portrayed directly as examples of
punishable hybris in Attic tragedy, the gods seem to be noticing -occasionally with an envious
eye- human happiness, and there seems to be a measure beyond which human bliss can be
“excessive”. It is challenging to trace the rationale behind this pattern of misfortune, which
succeeds excessive happiness. It appears that continued fortune or well-being goes against the
laws of nature, which in Greek thought are often seen as the laws of the gods, and as such, it
could only be balanced by a disastrous end. In Attic tragedy, this chain of events is described by
words such as tyche, moira, or the equivalents of fate, and frequently results in a plot twist that
completely changes the direction of the play. 81 On the other hand, the notion of “fate” in terms
of the plot, goes beyond the received knowledge of the audience through tradition and often
describes this necessity or “captivating net” of events that leads a tragic hero to misfortune.
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The etymology of the word is likely Pre-Greek, and Furnée (1972) 123 connects it with ὄλπα, “kind of food”.
Ιn the poems of Solon, satiety (κόρος) and prosperity (ὄλβος) are connected with hybris, as seen in Fr. 6: “τίκτει
γὰρ κόρος ὕβριν, ὅταν πολὺς ὄλβος ἕπηται / ἀνθρώποις ὁπ̣όσοις μὴ νόος ἄρτιος ἦι.” Solon remarks that the lack of
a balanced mind (νόος ἄρτιος) is responsible for this hybris, outlining the importance of sophrosyne. Similarly,
Theognis (153) called Hybris the daughter of Koros, while Pindar regarded her as his mother (Olympionicus 13.10).
Michelini (1978) 35-44 draws an interesting analogy as to how overfeeding in animals and plants could be the
equivalent of good fortune in humans, leading to exuberance, overgrowth, “fullness of oneself”, resulting in hybris.
81
Equal to what Aristotle would call peripeteia (Poetics 1452a), experienced as an unexpected turn in the plot.
80
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This invisible net of fate, which drives people even closer to destruction as they try to avoid
it, could be seen outside the context of tragedy in a hilarious passage in Diogenes Laertius. 82
Diogenes the Cynic once saw the orator Demosthenes having lunch at a tavern and approached
him slightly baffled, since the taverns, at that time, were considered notorious hangouts and
second-class food stations, where only foreigners and beggars would eat. Demosthenes was
unwilling to show signs of antisocial behavior, so seeing the philosopher approaching -leaning
on his bacterium and accompanied as usual by a few stray dogs-, he retired deeper inside the
tavern, with the hope that he could conceal himself in order to avoid having to explain. However,
according to Laertius, the Cynic bowed his head through the window frame and, identifying the
culprit in the dim light, said to him: "The deeper you enter, the deeper you end up inside the
tavern." This is the way tragic heros like Oedipus provoke the very events they attempt to avoid.
Apart from the obscure idea of fate, the transition of a tragic hero from a state of εὐτυχία
to the state of δυστυχία is analyzed in more technical terms by Aristotle in his Poetics (1452e341453a9 ff.) Discussing what the structure of the finest tragedy should be, the philosopher notes
that decent men should not be shown undergoing a change from good fortune to bad fortune (ἐξ
εὐτυχίας εἰς δυστυχίαν), for that is repugnant rather than pitiful or fearful. Equally, the depraved
men should not be shown changing from adversity to prosperity (ἐξ ἀτυχίας εἰς εὐτυχίαν),
because this is the least tragic notion of all, and has none of the necessary qualities. In the case
of especially bad people, falling from good fortune to bad is something that should be avoided
according to Aristotle, since this might cause the audience’s empathy (φιλάνθρωπον) but without
the necessary attributes of pity or fear. 83
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Lives of Eminent Philosophers 2.34ff.
Nussbaum (2001) 235-263 draws interesting conclusions on the views of Aristotle, regarding the connection of
the emotions of pity and fear to catharsis, eudaimonia, and the gap between being good and living well in Greek
tragedy.
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The case of a “normal” person, who is neither wicked nor impeccable in terms of justice,
could belong to the those enjoying great renown and prosperity (ἐν μεγάλῃ δόξῃ ὄντων καὶ
εὐτυχίᾳ), such as Oedipus or Thyestes. People like these fall into misfortune because of some
kind of mistake (ἁμαρτία), which literally taken means “missing the mark”: the so-called “tragic
flaw”. The occurrence of a tragic flaw is frequently associated with the lack of a fundamental
virtue in ancient Greek life and thought, the notion of sophrosyne. By and large, the term in
Greek texts is seen as a precise opposite to hybris. There is not one word good enough to translate
σωφροσύνη; this important quality bears the meaning of “prudence, wisdom, restraint”, (< σῶος
+ φρήν), i.e. mental soundness and superiority of character. As such, it is also considered the
opposite of ate. Despite the fact that the absence of sophrosyne does not concurrently prove the
presence of hybris or ate, it is often feasible to identify a quid pro quo connection in the two. 84
In some cases, excessive happiness seems to come into contrast with sophrosyne. We have
already discussed the observation of Xenophon in Cyropaedia (8.4.14) that hybris is frequently
seen implanted in humans by good fortune, while they acquire sophrosyne via misfortune.
Aristotle also mentions that good fortune requires virtue, arete, in order to be handled properly. 85
This is why it is more challenging to find people behaving well in good fortune, as per the
philosopher’s views, since people in bliss tend to be more prone to hybris or a flaw associated
with the term hamartia. Summing up, in an attempt to explore the events that cause and
determine the tragic cycle, we should look into the notion of human happiness, especially in
cases where we have an abrupt transition from happiness (eytychia) to misfortune (dystychia),
an event which in most cases takes place after the occurrence of the tragic cycle.
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Showing sophrosyne on every aspect of human life is particularly challenging: even the wise Oedipus, who solved
the riddle of Sphynx, was unable to understand his own self, failing to follow the relevant virtue of “γνῶθι σαὐτόν”.
85
Nicomachean Ethics 4.3ff.
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4. The Tragic Cycle outside of the context of tragedy
a. The case of Polycrates: excessive happiness and misfortune.
The tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis and its effects are frequently visible outside of
the context of tragedy. As previously mentioned, this pattern has been used in Homer, Hesiod,
and Thucydides, and particularly interesting uses of it appear in the Histories of Herodotus. In
his account of the Persian wars, the historian displays knowledge of Aeschylus’ Persae, which
is made apparent by common passages of the two.86 The common ground between Herodotus
and Attic tragedy is not limited to textual references but also includes writing genres. Speeches,
literary techniques, plot elements, and the concept of divine justice and its influence in the
advancement and decline of individuals and empires are some of the many examples. 87
In this section, we will explore three representative examples of cases of “tragic heroes
outside of tragedy” that were once fortunate and fell abruptly into a state of misfortune: the life
of Croesus, Polycrates, and Xerxes, all narrated by Herodotus in his Histories. 88 The Athenian
audience of the Classical era was familiar with these stories, which are frequently echoed in Attic
tragedy. Looking into these cases will lead us to a deeper understanding of the causes behind the
initiation of the tragic cycle. The events in these prominent people’s lives appertain to the events
of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, and the tragic cycle was brought upon them for various reasons, such
as lack of sophrosyne, divine envy, predetermined fate or even due to incomprehensible forces
that nevertheless are seen punishing hybris with ate, nemesis, tisis. 89
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For example, compare Histories 8.68.3 to Persians 728, as to how the defeat of the navy caused the defeat of the
army. Equally, in multiple Attic tragedies we see references to Herodotus, such as in Antigone 905-912, where the
death of Intaphernes is described, alluding to the Histories (3.119.6). Other examples, include but are not limited to
references to the Historian in the Ajax, the Trachiniae, and Oedipus at Colonus. Herodotus, among other cases, is
addressed in a Sophoclean poem written around 440 BCE, which is preserved by Plutarch (An seni 3.785b).
87
For a relevant analysis, which outlines the connection between Attic tragedy and the Histories of Herodotus in
terms of their literary patterns is outlined by Easterling-Knox (1985) esp. in 427, 432, 433, 438.
88
Other stories not analyzed here include the story of Gyges, the novella of Adrastus, and the deeds of Cyrus.
89
For example, Xerxes’ defeat is seen as a divine punishment for his exuberance and pride. (cf. Persae 742, 759).
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The first example of a prominent king who was prosperous but ended his life in misfortune
is seen in the story of Polycrates, which is described vividly in the Histories of Herodotus (3.4043). Polycrates became the τύραννος of Samos in ca. 535 BCE, and during his reign, he made
the island a great naval power, conquered many of the neighboring islands, welcomed many
artists and poets including Anacreon, and constructed magnificent buildings. His fame knew no
bounds and his continued good fortune, steadily increasing, was splendid. Amasis II, his pharaoh
friend, aware of Polycrates’ good fortune sent a letter to Samos, explaining that the well-being
of a friend is always pleasant news. However, the letter went on in an unexpected manner:
“But I do not like these great successes of yours; for I know how jealous are the gods; and I do
quite desire for myself and my friends a mingling of prosperity and mishap, and a life of weal
and woe thus balanced rather than unbroken good fortune. For from all I have heard I know of
no man whose continued good fortune did not bring in the end evil, and utter destruction.” 90
Therefore, Amasis suggested that Polycrates should consider what he would most grieve
to lose, and cast it away forever so that it should never again be seen among men. And he should
go on in his life in this way, always trying to balance his happiness with some equal portion of
sorrow. Perceiving that Amasis' advice was good, Polycrates considered that among his
treasures, the one which would most afflict his soul to lose was a ring set in gold and emerald.91
So he decided to cast it away and embarked in a ship out to the open sea, and when he was far
from the island, he threw it into the deep waters; a loss for which he greatly grieved. But it was
not after a few days that a fisherman, who had taken a great fish, desired to make it a gift to
Polycrates. And when the fish was cut, Polycrates’ seal-ring was found intact in its belly.
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This warning of Amasis echoes thoughts appearing again in Herodotus in the stories of Croesus and Xerxes.
The motif of the golden ring in ancient religious narratives worldwide is extensively discussed in Segal (2014)
esp. 15-32. The scholar explores the functions of the theme of finding a precious object such as ring, gem, coin
inside the belly of a fish in Herodotus, Judaism and Christianity.

91
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Polycrates saw the hand of god in this intervention (τὸν δὲ ὡς ἐσῆλθε θεῖον εἶναι τὸ
πρῆγμα) and wrote a letter to Egypt, narrating these matters to Amasis. 92 But when the pharaoh
read the letter, he perceived that no man could save another from his fate and that Polycrates,
being so continually fortunate that he even found what he cast away, would have an evil end. So
he sent a herald to Samos to renounce his friendship so that later he might not have to grieve his
heart for a friend. However, the great fortune of Polycrates did not cease after the end of Amasis’
friendship. His upcoming successes included the removal of suspicious citizens for the stability
of the island and the yielding of the Spartan and Corinthian expedition against Samos.
One would expect that Polycrates -as Croesus later did- would show some awareness or
pride over his good fortune; however, the king is nowhere seen showing hubristic behavior. 93
The turning point in Polycrates’ life was his falling into the trap of king Oroetes, longing for his
gold, and accepting his invitation to visit Sardes. There, the Persian satrap had prepared a painful
death for the tyrant of Samos (3.120-149). 94 Polycrates was remarkably fortunate even in his
own misfortune: he was warned, both by his daughter’s dream and through the oracle not to
travel to Oroetes, warnings that he did not take into serious account. But there is more. In
Polycrates’ death, Herodotus apparently sees the fulfillment of Amasis’ warning: crucified under
the heat of the sun, he suffered an undignified end for a glorious ruler. The fortune of the island
of Samos was evil as well after the end of Polycrates, following the narration of Herodotus. 95
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The motif of a “rejected sacrifice” can be found in the Jewish and Greek tradition. In such cases the gods are
interested in observing the intention and willingness of a person to perform a sacrifice, rather than in the act per se.
(cf. the sacrifices of Abraham’s son and Iphigeneia at Aulis). Following these, one could reasonably argue that the
gods were pleased by the “sacrifice” of Polycrates’ ring and his proved willingness to lose something he strongly
desired, so as to return him the favor by returning the ring. This, of course, is not the view of Amasis portrayed in
Herodotus, who sees a rejected attempt to alleviate a portion of happiness, a hybris re-imposed on him by the gods.
93
Fisher (1979) outlines the links between hybris and luxury (tryphe), yet still points out that caution must be
exercised when we evaluate the destruction of kings such as Xerxes, Croesus and Polycrates as results of hybris.
For an anachronistic yet interesting political analysis of the tragic cycle in modern terms, see Grigoriadis (2011)
101-109.
94
And Oroetes is going to face punishment and tisis himself: Hdt. 3.126: Ὀροίτεα Πολυκράτεος τίσιες μετῆλθον.
95
The story of Polycrates has inspired poetry and art. Cf. Schiller’s lyrical ballad “The Ring of Polycrates” (1797).
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It is hard to accept that Polycrates committed hybris by being rich and happy, and he indeed
showed concern over the warnings of Amasis, by throwing his beloved ring into the sea. 96
However, the vivid description of his painful death seems to suggest that the warnings of Amasis,
pointed indeed towards the dangers of nemesis, following an implied hybris. But still, the reader
may not see in this case much more than a human flaw. Viewing the story of Polycrates through
the spectrum of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, we have a case where the tragic cycle is redefined,
given that hybris is replaced by the invisible force of divine envy, as in many cases that we will
explore in Attic tragedy. The story of Polycrates could be schematically summarized as follows:

A case where the tragic cycle is broken-redefined: the story of Polycrates.

*absence of hubris: indicates a redefinition of the tragic cycle in the case of Polycrates.
A. Polycrates’ olbos and eutychia throughout most of his life: unbroken fortune, bliss, prosperity.
1. Hybris is absent, and replaced by the incomprehensible forces, i.e. the envious gods, and fate.
2. Ate, delusion falls upon Polycrates, he rejects the warnings of the oracle and his daughter.
3. Nemesis: evil fate or an envious divine plan entraps Polycrates to a painful, undeserving death.
4. Tisis: problematic. Does not lead to the re-establishment of religious order.
A’. Polycrates, his family, and the island of Samos reach a state of dystychia, and misfortune.
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But Polycrates’ life in the eyes of his pharaoh-friend satisfied the requirements for its classification as hybris.
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4b. The case of Croesus: changing a man’s fate.
Τhe second case worth analyzing is the story of Croesus, a characteristic example of a rich
and fortunate person, whose life had an unfortunate ending. Like the case of Polycrates, Croesus
starts in a state of olbos or eutychia, claiming a place among the happiest of all men. From the
life of Croesus as it appears in Herodotus, the most relevant events for our analysis are his
interaction with Solon, his dialogue with Cyrus, and the response he received from the oracle of
Delphi after his defeat. Solon the Athenian, one of the seven sages of ancient Greece, visited the
palace in Sardis. After showing his riches for days, Croesus asks Solon if he had seen anyone
who would be ἀνθρώπων ὀλβιώτατος. 97 To the king’s astonishment, he would be neither in the
first nor in the second place among the most blissful. Solon had already given the two first places
to simple humans who lived in moderation and ended their lives in an honorable way. 98
If we accept that hybris could be extreme pride, arrogance, and overestimation of one’s
abilities, in his dialogue with Solon alone, Croesus is seen to commit hybris twice. 99 First, in
1.30.3 according to Herodotus, Croesus asked Solon deliberately if he was the happiest of all
men, having an exuberant certainty that he would be the first. Secondly, in 1.32.1 he places his
own τιμή as higher than the value of others, considering himself much higher than simple
humans, thus demanding to be evaluated differently from “ordinary people” (ἰδιωτέων ἀνδρῶν).
The absence of the actual word ὕβρις does not indicate the absence of the action.
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For a detailed discussion regarding the connection of ὄλβος with κόρος, ὕβρις and ἄτη, see Doyle (1984) 35-46.
The first was Tellos the Athenian: he lived a prosperous life for the Greek measures, had a healthy family, and
ended his life fighting in glory. The second place, to Croesus’ surprise, belonged to two brothers, Cleobis and Biton.
Among other honorable deeds, they carried their mother’s carriage on their shoulders for 45 furlongs, and all the
people admired their courage. The gift that the deity gave them was an honored and peaceful death. Herodotus says
that “there came to their life a most excellent ending; and in this the deity declared that it was better for man to die
than to continue to live. (…) and the mother being exceedingly rejoiced both by the deed itself and by the report
made of it, took her stand in front of the image of the goddess and prayed that she would give to Cleobis and Biton
her sons, who had honored her greatly, that gift which is best for man to receive.” (1.31.2-5)
99
For a detailed analysis of hybris in Herodotus, see Fisher (1979) 42-49, Solmsen (1974) 5-11, Lloyd-Jones (1971)
68 and 141ff, Regenbogen (1962) 57ff, Pohlenz (1937) 120ff, de Romilly (1947) 268ff, and Cornford (1907) 182ff.
98
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The results of this hybris become immediately apparent after the departure of Solon. Within
the same sentence, Herodotus offers us the cause and effect pair of hybris and nemesis, saying
that “After Solon had departed, a great retribution from god (νέμεσις) came upon Crοesus,
probably because he judged himself to be the happiest (ὀλβιώτατον) of all men” (1.31.1). Pride,
as a fault of character, was the reason why νέμεσις undertook Croesus: he failed to understand
Solon’s words that olbos is a temporary state because the gods are envious (φθονερόν) and
human life uncertain (ταραχῶδες). This is why, Solon said, in the days of one’s life, no one is
like the other, and thus a human is altogether a creature of accident (συμφορή). 100
And indeed, Croesus would lose his son first, then his empire, finding himself deprived
of all riches and tied on a pyre ready to be set on fire. Only then he remembers the words of
Solon that no one of the living might be called happy; and it was the very narration about Solon
that changed Cyrus’ mind, who considered that he himself was also but a man, and should not
deliver another man, who had not been inferior to himself in felicity, alive to the fire. In the
noteworthy observation of Herodotus, Cyrus was afraid of tisis, the requital (δείσαντα τὴν τίσιν),
i.e. of powers beyond humans, and reflected that there was nothing of that which men possessed
which was secure. Despite the fact that Croesus had consulted the oracle of Apollo before
waging war, it was the lack of moderation and the inability to know himself, in other words, the
absence of sophrosyne, that led him to “destroy a great empire”.101 And when Croesus sends to
the oracle his chains asking why the god would treat in such a way those who revered him, he
receives a staggering response: “The fated destiny it is impossible even for a god to escape.”
(1.91.1) 102
100

The famous response of Solon to Croesus, that happiness can be judged after observing the end of one’s life is
echoed in multiple cases in Attic tragedy. Cf. Euripides Andromache 99-101 and Oedipus the King 1528-1530.
101
Of course, blaming someone for a lack of sophrosyne because of failing to ask the right questions to the oracle
of Delphi would be impractical when even the wisest of men, Oedipus, who solved the riddle of Sphinx, was unable
to do so. The tragic flaw of Oedipus was that he was unable to “know himself” and thus interpret the oracle.
102
Croesus paid the debt due for the sin of his fifth ancestor, Gyges, and even Apollo was unable to revert this fate.
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Croesus’ life is of particular importance because, as in the case of Polycrates, it displays a
sequence of events that drives him from a state of olbos or happiness to a state of misfortune.
There are some key differences between the two stories. First, Croesus was a very pious man,
and even the god Apollo nearly apologized for not being able to revert his destiny. Secondly,
Croesus fell victim to the invisible net of fate, which is common as a plot element in many Attic
tragedies. The element of hybris, in this instance, is problematic. Even though Croesus showed
arrogance and a lack of sophrosyne as we saw in his discussion with Solon, the presence or
absence of hybris in this case is debated. In this sense, fate, tyche or moira could have initiated
the chain of events leading to destruction. The story of Croesus could be summarized as follows:

An ambiguous case of the tragic cycle: the story of Croesus

*the presence/absence of hubris in the story of Croesus is a matter of debate. Various scholars,
e.g. Fisher (1979) 43ff. state that there is no hybris to be found as the cause of the nemesis that
undertook Croesus, while many others see hybris more than once in Croesus’ actions (see fn 99).
A. Croesus is in an apparent state of olbos, claiming his position among the happiest of humans.
1. Absence of hybris, debated. Croesus could have or could have not committed hybris.
2. Ate: delusion of Croesus. He misinterprets the oracle, and wages war against the Persians.
3. Nemesis: predetermined punishment. Not even the god can revert or postpone his fate longer.
4. Tisis: Croesus escaped death but fulfilled his tragic fate, paying for his ancestor’s sin.
A’. State of dystychia is reached by Croesus, as he loses all his empire, land, and fortune.
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4c. The case of Xerxes: divine assistance in one’s destruction.
The third and last case of a “tragic hero” outside of tragedy worth analyzing is the story of
Xerxes in Herodotus, who has a personality much more complicated than Polycrates and
Croesus, as he appears more thoughtful and aware of human nature. In the Histories, we observe
the background and consequences of his decision to march against Greece, along with certain
paradoxes which exerted significant influence over his decisions. Artabanus, the king’s uncle,
notes that lack of moderation is always punished by the god, implying that hybris will be
committed if an expedition against Greece is carried out. And there will be punishment for this
lack of moderation, since “the god does not allow anyone other than himself to think big.” 103
The words of Artabanus eventually changed the mind of the young king who announced
that he would not wage war against the Greeks. But during the night, a haunting god-like vision
appeared in his sleep, warning him against not fulfilling his initial plan. The vision appeared
again the following night, warning him that if he does not wage the war, he who once was mighty,
in a moment will be brought low again. 104 So Xerxes sends for his uncle, asking him to use his
attire, sit so clothed upon his throne, and lie down to sleep in his bed, and if the vision is sent by
the god, it will reveal itself to him as well. To this bizarre request, Artabanus responds with love
and wisdom, arguing against the credibility of dreams, which are frequently nothing more than
the thoughts of the day. He also goes on to note that if a god needs to communicate with him
there would be no reason to try and “trick” him into thinking that he was Xerxes.
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The Attic audience would have been familiar with these thoughts: (7.10.5) “You see how the god smites with his
thunderbolt creatures of greatness more than common, nor suffers them to display their pride, but such as are little
move him not to anger; and you see how it is ever on the tallest buildings and trees that his bolts fall; for it is heaven's
way to bring low all things of surpassing bigness. (…) for the god suffers pride in none but himself.”
104
The motif of the foul dream (Οὖλος Ὄνειρος), occasionally sent by the gods in order to cause ruin, was well
known in the Iliad 9.2 and was sent to Agamemnon by Zeus. In the Odyssey 19.560-569, Penelope observes that
dreams are baffling and unclear, stating that there are two gates in the underworld where dreams come from, one is
made of horn and one of ivory. Those dreams that pass through the gate of ivory (διὰ ἐλέφαντος) deceive men
(ἐλεφαίρονται), while those that come forth through the gate of horn (διὰ κεράων) bring truth (κραίνουσι).
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Nevertheless, Artabanus does as Xerxes wished, and there came to him in his sleep the
same dream that had haunted Xerxes, and standing over him thus it spoke (7.17.2): "Are you the
one who would dissuade Xerxes from marching against Hellas, thinking so to protect him? But
neither hereafter nor now should you remain harmless for striving to turn aside from that which
must be (τὸ χρεὸν γενέσθαι)”. This dream, going against the prudence and moderation of
Artabanus is crucial in signifying that the doom that was brought upon Xerxes was part of an
incomprehensible divine plan as per Herodotus. But the question still remains: if the tragic flaw
is unrelated to one’s own character, who is responsible for it? Human nature, fate, or the gods?
In the Persians, Aeschylus will combine these three aforementioned elements in a dark,
hardly comprehensible verse. Zeus is known to punish those who are too arrogant as seen many
times in the play. The ghost of Darius mentions that the prophecies against his son, Xerxes, have
been fulfilled, but he hoped that the hour of his destruction would come in some distant future.
However, Darius observes, “When one rushes to his own doom, the god will lend him a helping
hand.” 105 This is a staggering observation, meaning that the man, on his road to destruction, finds
the god’s eager assistance to destroy himself sooner. This obscure thought, speaking of a god
who expedites one’s path to misfortune, will be extensively analyzed in the following chapter.
Of course, the cases where Xerxes admittedly committed hybris are monumental, such as the
instances where he directs his anger not just at the engineers, who literally lost their heads, but
also at the Hellespont, deciding to punish the sea. The waters were whipped 300 times and
shackles were dropped into them as a mark of enslavement. Despite these eccentricities,
however, there were multiple instances where Xerxes is portrayed as a thoughtful leader, well
aware of the mutability of the human fortune, and of the limitations of human life.

105

Aes. Persae 742: ἀλλ᾿, ὅταν σπεύδῃ τις αὐτός, χὠ θεὸς συνάπτεται.
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Xerxes was unable to retain his initial decision not to wage war against Greece, and his
destruction was a matter of human and divine agency according to the Histories. Herodotus
attempts to identify specific reasons behind events, and frequently these are attributed to an
incomprehensible yet apparent divine plan, a metaphysical intervention which oftentimes
changes the route of events, as it happened with Xerxes’ incomprehensible dream. The purpose
of this intervention could be equal to the idea of fate, as seen earlier. 106 However, after deciding
to march against Greece, Xerxes committed hybris in multiple cases, sometimes monumental,
and fell in an apparent ate which was later on followed by the equivalents of nemesis and tisis.
Schematically, the events in Xerxes’ story in Herodotus can be seen as follows:

A case where the tragic cycle follows its expected route: the story of Xerxes.

A. Xerxes’ olbos and eutychia as a king before starting the expedition against Greece.
1. Xerxes, showing apparent arrogance over nature, humans, and gods, commits hybris.
2. Ate, blindness of mind falls upon him, leading to a series of mistakes and thoughtless acts.
3. Nemesis: The results of his exuberant actions, pointing towards his righteous punishment.
4. Tisis, the eventual defeat of Xerxes in Greece. Reestablishment of justice/religious order.
A’. Following Xerxes’ defeat, the Persian empire and himself reach a state of dystychia.
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A fundamental element of Greek thought is the liability of humans for their destiny despite their unavoidable
fate. This seemingly contradictory thought is analyzed in detail by Plato. In the end of his Republic, the ideas of
fate-destiny on the one hand and the responsibility-freedom of choice on the other, are combined in the myth of Er
(10.614–10.621). The souls in the afterlife are free to choose their new life, but then they will be deemed to live the
chosen life. A wise choice should ideally preserve a balance between happiness and misfortune, based on the virtue
of moderation. In the end, “The blame is his who chooses: God is blameless” (617e: αἰτία ἑλομένου: θεὸς ἀναίτιος).
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5. Expected, redefined, ambiguous Tragic cycle in Attic tragedy: three figures
5a. Figure 1, The expected route of the tragic cycle: hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis.
We have already observed how the tragic cycle operates as a plot element in contexts outside of
Attic tragedy, and a detailed analysis of the pattern in the works of Aeschylus (chapter 2),
Sophocles (chapter 3), and Euripides (chapter 4) will follow. In this section, I schematically
analyze three representative cases of the expected, redefined, and equivocal-ambiguous
appearance of the tragic cycle in Attic tragedy. A noteworthy example where the tragic cycle
follows its expected route can be found in Euripides’ Bacchae, where the word ὕβρις is traced
fourteen (14) times, more than in any other work in Attic tragedy. Fisher (1976) 192 among
others, notes that even Dionysus in v. 616 could have committed hybris hereafter boasting of
humiliating Pentheus. The events in this tragedy can be schematically seen as follows:

A case where the tragic cycle follows its expected route: Euripides’ Bacchae

A. Pentheus’ olbos and eutychia as a king before the events of the tragedy.
1. Pentheus, warned by the chorus and Dionysus himself, still disrespects the god in hybris.
2. Ate, delusion falls upon him. Dressed up as a woman, humiliated, steps towards death.
3. Nemesis of Dionysus: Pentheus torn apart by the women of Thebes and his mother Agave.
4. Tisis, the reestablishment of religious order. Dionysus proves that he is indeed a son of Zeus.
A’. Following Pentheus’ death, his mother, the chorus, and the city reach a state of dystychia.
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5b. Figure 2, The tragic cycle redefined: hybris replaced by divine passions.
A representative example where the tragic cycle is clearly broken or redefined can be found in
Euripides’ Heracles. The case of Heracles provides one of the most characteristic examples of a
hero, who faces the complete tragic sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis, without having committed
hybris, and undergoes the suffering of the tragic sequence as a result of the human passions of
the gods. The downfall of the hero starts after his most heroic point of aristeia, right after the
completion of his most difficult labor. Even though there is no hybris committed by Heracles, as
a result of ate and mania deliberately sent to him by Hera, he will proceed to the tragic slaughter
of his own family. The events in this play can be schematically seen as follows:

A case where the tragic cycle is broken-redefined: Euripides’ Heracles

*the absence of hybris indicates a redefinition of the tragic cycle in Heracles, as analyzed below.
A. Heracles’ olbos and eutychia before the events of the tragedy: his highest labor and heroism.
1. Absence of hybris. Hubris is substituted/replaced by the human passions of Hera, Iris, Lyssa.
2. Ate, the blindness of mind falls upon Heracles, through the intervention of Iris and Lyssa.
3. Nemesis, the wrath of Hera falls upon him. Heracles kills his wife and children.
4. Tisis: problematic. Does not lead to the re-establishment of religious order: pleases Hera.
A’. Heracles reaches a state of dystychia, ready to commit suicide but is consoled by Theseus.
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5c. Figure 3, Ambiguous cases of the tragic cycle: absence of hybris debated.
An ambiguous “in-between” case of the tragic cycle can be found in the plot of Euripides’
Hippolytus. In this case, the presence or absence of hybris is a matter of debate, boiling down to
the term’s very definition. The extreme modesty of Hippolytus could be an act of hybris only if
it comes as an insult to a deity, in this case, Aphrodite, thus justifying the initiation of the tragic
cycle upon him. The views of scholarship, in this case, are contradictory; some scholars argue
that extreme modesty here is an insult to Aphrodite, while others state that by definition, modesty
cannot be hybris. In our analysis of Hippolytus in Chapter 4, we will argue in favor of the absence
of hybris, thus taking the play as an example where the tragic cycle is redefined.

An ambiguous case of the tragic cycle: Euripides’ Hippolytus

*the presence/absence of hybris in Hippolytus is a matter of debate. Fisher (1992) argues that
excessive modesty cannot be hubris, while Cairns (1996) states that even excessive modesty,
when insulting a goddess could be regarded as hubris, so the punishment is righteous.
A. Hippolytus at the beginning of the tragedy is in a state of olbos, praising Artemis.
1. Absence of hybris, debated. Excessive modesty may or may not be regarded as hubris.
2. Ate, delusion falls upon Phaedra: her erotic passion for Hippolytus, instigated by Aphrodite.
3. Nemesis, the wrath of Aphrodite is fulfilled through the intervention of Theseus and Poseidon.
4. Tisis: problematic. Artemis cannot save the dying Hippolytus. An ambiguous religious order.
A’. State of dystychia is reached at the end of the play, with the death of Phaedra and Hippolytus.
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6. Conclusion
In this chapter, I analyzed the elements, uses, and characteristics of a pattern and element
of the plot frequently appearing in Homeric poetry, history, and Attic tragedy: the tragic cycle
of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. Given that in the next chapters we are going to analyze the
appearance and occasional redefinition of the tragic cycle in Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, a
thorough definition of the pattern, its elements, and its use as a theoretical tool for analysis was
necessary. The notions of hybris, ate, nemesis, tisis and its various uses pose certain challenges
by themselves, as well as their co-existence in an organized sequence of events, that leads the
tragic hero to destruction, i.e. the tragic cycle. This valuable theoretical tool will be utilized in
the analysis and evaluation of representative cases in the Attic tragedians, in the following three
chapters of this dissertation. Discussing the uses of the tragic cycle outside the context of tragedy,
allowed us to observe the sequence of events that led prominent humans to destruction. Through
the analysis of the moral vocabulary in the works of Aeschylus-Sophocles-Euripides, we will
gain a better understanding of the religious meaning of hybris in Attic tragedy as a decisive factor
that initiates the sequence.
There is no organized effort to investigate all existing tragedies via the use of the tragic
cycle as a theoretical tool for analysis. In the cited scholarship regarding the tragic cycle and its
elements of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, I attempt to offer a different view by focusing on cases
where this sequence of events is broken and redefined. Determining its important use as an
element of the plot, while discussing the views of the recent scholarship will be a valuable and
effective tool in my research. I use these works as a starting point and, by analyzing the plots of
most Aeschylean, Sophoclean, and Euripidean tragedies, I have assembled evidence that leads
to different conclusions regarding the nature and uses of the tragic cycle.
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It is essential to stress the importance of the existence or absence of hybris-ate-nemesistisis, not only by statistical analysis of the terms’ appearance in context but as important plot
elements that define the route of the tragedy. This analysis will acknowledge, discuss, and in
some cases attempt to reevaluate the existing English translations of various terms in given
circumstances. As I frequently argue in this dissertation, the nature of a word is primarily defined
by its uses, and even if hybris was initially meant to denote insult or exuberance, I will outline
the particular religious importance of the term in Attic tragedy. Tracing the presence or absence
of hybris is a fundamental criterion in identifying the events that lead a tragic hero to destruction.
The evaluation of ate, nemesis, and tisis in Attic tragedy under the spectrum of the tragic cycle
as well, will enable us to clearly define these cases, suggesting a response to matters of lengthy
debate in recent scholarship. Stereotypes such as the “pious” Aeschylus or the “atheist” Euripides
will again need to be set aside, as this research aims to outline the religious and literary
importance of statements that are made by the poets themselves. In this sense, I will frequently
attempt a moral evaluation of the actions of tragic heroes or even the gods.
In the following chapters, we will extensively examine cases of the redefinition of the
tragic cycle in the three Attic tragedians. The redefinition of the sequence will be treated as a
major plot element given its decisive role in the outcome and direction of the events of the play.
When in effect, the breaking of the tragic cycle becomes a strong poetic statement, and these
cases will have to be treated not as abnormalities, but as a rather deliberate and important
reconfiguration of the events that lead tragic heroes to destruction. Treating them as such, will
enable us to achieve a better understanding of the meanings and messages communicated to the
audience. These were not only meant to cast doubt on the by-definition obscure nature of the
gods, but also encourage further investigation of religious order and justice.
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Chapter 2: The redefinition of the Tragic Cycle in Aeschylus.
1. Introduction
Aeschylus is known by ancient and modern scholars as the “father and creator of
tragedy”. 107 Commonly seen as the first of the three great tragedians, his work marks the
beginning of Attic tragedy, and scholarly discussion usually starts from his plays. Lesky
eloquently puts the life of Aeschylus into perspective with the other two great Attic tragedians,
by stating that “Aeschylus fought at Salamis; Sophocles was one of a chorus of beautiful boys
who danced to celebrate the victory; Euripides was born on the very day of the battle.” 108 These
critical battles marked the beginning of a new era, shaping the thoughts of the Greeks regarding
democracy and freedom, and even exerting important influence on the poets themselves.
Few are the facts known to us regarding the life of Aeschylus. 109 Born in Eleusis around
525 BCE from a noble family of Eupatrides, he started his creations very early in life: his first
performance took place in 499 BCE, and he won his first victory at Dionysia in 484 BCE. Some
of the events about his life and death are anecdotal or otherwise surrounded by mystery, such as
the fact that his poetic career started upon the request of Dionysus or that he died because a
tortoise dropped by an eagle fell on his head. 110 What remains certain is that Aeschylus’ military
service had a certain effect on his writings. By participating in three of the most important battles
in the Persian wars, at Marathon in 490 BCE against Darius I, at Salamis in 480 against Xerxes,
and at Plataea in 479, he wrote about war by knowing first-hand the mentality of those
participating in it. As a result, his poetic successes were not unrelated to this experience. 111
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E.g. the philosopher Flavius Philostratus. Murray (1940) names his book “Aeschylus, the creator of tragedy”.
Lesky (1983) 271. Thomson (1941) also discusses the influence of Aeschylus in Athenian drama.
109
Some of the most important general studies with regard to Aeschylus can be found in the works of Herington
(1965) 387-403, McCall (1972), Gagarin (1976), Winnington-Ingram (1983) and di Benedetto (1978).
110
For these accounts, see Valerius Maximus’ Memorable Words and Deeds 9.12 and Pliny’s Natural History 10.3.
111
A central theme in the Persians, e.g., that won the first prize at Dionysia in 472 BCE., was the battle of Salamis.
108

54

Aeschylus’ influence on ancient Greek drama has been crucial. By adding a second actor,
he increased the dialogue and interaction on stage, and thus decreased the role of the chorus, the
members of which became 12 instead of 50. The elaborate costumes, the scene-decorations, and
the stagecraft in his plays reflect his mastery. 112 Aeschylus’ style is characterized by the
utilization of vivid images and by the sublimity of the language he uses: via the multitude of
new, splendid compound words, he expresses the finest touches of the frequently perplexing
concepts he deals with. 113 The careful shaping of the grandeur of his heroes, even in their demise,
is also unparalleled. Getting inspiration from Homer and Hesiod, and by exploring myth from a
human and theological perspective, the Aeschylean tragedy expresses the patriotic spirit of that
era, giving it a political, philosophical and oftentimes religious dimension.
As a keen religious thinker, Aeschylus depicts the majestic image of divine authority,
which is frequently relentless towards mortals. These religious beliefs were often seen along
with a deep faith in an incomprehensible divine justice, cosmic order, and law. Even though
Zeus’ will is generally prevalent in Aeschylus’ plays, other important powers such as fate
(moira), and necessity (ananke), often exert influences that even the gods themselves are bound
to. The invisible net of faith, albeit inescapable, does not limit the free will and responsibility liability for one’s actions. 114 Despite his commonly attested piety, Aeschylus was the only one
of the three great tragedians who was accused of asebeia according to Aristotle, due to revealing
on stage some of the secrets of the Eleusinian Mysteries’ cult.115

112

The skenographia of some plays of Aeschylus still remains unknown, for example how the ghost of Darius in
the Persae was set on the scene. Taplin (1977) discusses some major issues on the stagecraft of Aeschylus.
113
Some of the most important studies in Aeschylus’ style are found in the books of Kumaniecki (1935), Stanford
(1942), Earp (1948), Hiltbrunner (1950), Owen (1952), de Romilly (1958), Rosenmeyer (1982), Dumortier (1975),
and Petrounias (1976). In Aristophanes’ Frogs 1004-5, Dionysus himself talks favorably about the style of
Aeschylus: ἀλλ᾽ ὦ πρῶτος τῶν Ἑλλήνων πυργώσας ῥήματα σεμνὰ / καὶ κοσμήσας τραγικὸν λῆρον, θαρρῶν τὸν
κρουνὸν ἀφίει.
114
This seemingly paradoxical thought is better understood through the importance of freedom of choice in Greek
thought. Knowledge and wisdom comes from suffering, as seen in the “πάθει μάθος” of Agamemnon v. 177.
115
Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics 1111a8-10. For a relevant analysis, see Filonik (2013) 23ff.
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Of the seventy-one or more tragedies of Aeschylus only seven have been preserved to us:
The Persians, Seven Against Thebes, The Suppliants, The Oresteia, which is the only extant
trilogy including Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, and The Eumenides. Finally, Prometheus
Bound is a play whose authorship has been occasionally disputed and is sometimes attributed to
his son Euphorion, but the general consensus is that its author is Aeschylus. Apart from this last
play, all the remaining preserved tragedies reportedly won the first prize in the City of Dionysia.
It is highly likely that Aeschylus was the first to present plays as a trilogy, and our fortune to
have the entire Oresteia allows us to observe the unity of three plays following a timeline of
events and a sequence of action, while the rest remain unknown or fragmentary. 116
In this chapter, we will systematically approach the cases where the tragic sequence is
initiated without a profound presence of hybris, and in particular in Agamemnon, Libation
Bearers, Eumenides, along with a remote but interesting example in Seven against Thebes. In
these representative cases, I will attempt to show that the tragic cycle is initiated not because of
human wrongdoing or hybris, and is thus broken or redefined. Notions such as moira, ananke,
or the human passions of the gods substitute for hybris, the major and foremost element of the
tragic cycle. Additionally, I will refer to more ambivalent cases such as the Persae, Prometheus
Bound and the Suppliants where, despite the fact that hybris takes place or is implied in the
story’s background, the tragic sequence follows an ambivalent route, which is not always a
means towards the restoration of justice. Noteworthy Aeschylean fragments belonging to lost
plays, such as Niobe, also deserve our attention and will be analyzed as essential parts in the
evaluation of the redefinition of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis.

116
We are able to know that many of his fragmentary plays were parts of trilogies, such as Prometheus the FireBearer and Prometheus Unbound, along with Prometheus Bound, but only the synopses and some fragments of
have been preserved to us, with some 70 or more plays, for which we know not much more than their titles. Of these
fragmentary plays, we have verses and synopses of the Myrmidons, Nereids, Niobe and Phrygians.
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2. The case of Agamemnon
2a. Three tragic cycles before a broken one: the lion cub, Helen’s wedding, the old saying.
Agamemnon is the first play of the Oresteia, our only preserved trilogy, and was performed
at the Great Dionysia in 458 BCE. 117 The case of Agamemnon is of particular importance, and
its analysis will allow us to observe three interesting examples of tragic cycles following their
expected route. These are the tale of the lion cub (vv. 720-736), the wedding of Helen (vv. 737749) and the “old saying” of the Chorus regarding the tragic cycle among generations (vv. 750781). By the analysis of these passages, I suggest that Aeschylus presents three interrelated tragic
cycles following their expected route, only in order to create an emphatic breaking of the tragic
cycle in the final scene, right after carefully defining it. This redefinition occurs in the famous
scene where Agamemnon enters the palace by stepping on highly valuable purple robes, thus
committing a hybris induced on purpose by Clytemnestra.
The first passage that we are going to analyze is the tale of the lion-cub, narrated by the
Chorus in vv. 720-736. The tale goes as follows: “This way a man reared in his house a lion's
whelp, robbed of its mother's milk yet still desiring the breast. Gentle it was [720] in the prelude
of its life, kindly to children, and a delight to the old. Much did it get, held in arms like a nursling
child, with its [725] bright eye turned toward his hand and fawning under compulsion of its
belly's need. But brought to full growth by time it showed the nature it had from its parents.
Unbidden, as payment for its fostering, [730] it prepared a feast with ruinous slaughter of the
flocks; so that the house was defiled with blood, and those who lived there could not control
their anguish, and great was the carnage. [735] A priest of ate, by order of a god, it was reared
in the house.”
117

For the analysis of selected parts of Agamemnon in this section, see the commentaries of Thomson (1938),
Fraenkel (1950), and Denniston-Page (1957). Important is the study of Lebeck (1971) regarding the language and
structure of the entire Oresteia.
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This sequence of events describes the misfortune that took place in the house which reared
and bred a lion whelp as a household pet. By not acknowledging the nature of the lion cub, by
taking it away from its mother’s milk, and by presuming that he could breed it as a household
pet, the man in the story committed hybris on more than one levels. First, this action was not
only an overestimation of human limits, but it further went against hereditary nature (ἦθος τὸ
πρὸς τοκέων). 118 In an apparent delusion or ate, the owners of the lion-cub held it in their arms
like a child or a household pet. And the consequences of nemesis, equal to the events of a
bloodshed tragedy, take place: after the lion-cub showed its true nature, αἵματι δ' οἶκος ἐφύρθη,
but thankfully, the flocks and not the household members were the victims. Tisis, the restoration
of the natural order, along with the fulfillment of the punishment soon took place.
The outcome and eventual role of the lion-whelp becomes apparent at the end of the tale,
in a staggering phrase: “ἐκ θεοῦ δ' ἱερεύς τις ἄτας δόμοις προσεθρέφθη.” (vv. 735-736). The lion
cub, by order of a god, became a “priest of ruin”, bearing inside it the seed of destruction,
according to the majority of English translations.119 Nevertheless, by this translation of ἱερεύς
ἄτας, which is the final characterization of the lion-cub, we are failing to observe a very important
metaphor and image associated with the tragic cycle in this passage. The lion cub was not merely
a “priest of ruin” but rather an agent of god bringing the tragic cycle into fulfillment. Since the
very moment of hybris in which it was taken away from its mother’s milk and brought to the
house, it acted essentially as “a priest-sacrificer of goddess Ate herself”. 120
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Noteworthy is the placement of the word ἦθος (=usage, guise, nature) here, a synonym of φύσις. Going against
the will of φύσις, especially when failing to understand ones limits mortal nature is a clear indication of hybris.
119
The translations of Smyth (LOEB), Grene-Lattimore, Rubenstein among others offer the translation priest of
ruin or destruction for the phrase ἱερεύς τις ἄτας. Nagy, puts in parenthesis the word Ate while reprinting the
translation of Smyth in the Harvard-EdX online Course “Ancient Greek hero in 24hours” retaining the name of the
goddess.
120
This is my suggested translation of the end of the tale, that acknowledges the passage’s religious context. In this
translation, the word θεοῦ operates syntactically as an opposition to the word ἄτας, outlining the connection of the
word ἱερεύς (sacrificer or priest) as an active agent of goddess Ate, who is named two words later.
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The tale of the lion cub is preceded by references to the unfortunate wedding of Paris with
Helen (vv. 710-716) and is followed by the indirect yet apparent connection of it with Helen
herself. In particular, the story is narrated in an order similar to the tale of the lion cub, and the
implied analogy between the two is vivid. 121 The tale of the lion cub occupies nineteen verses
(vv. 717-736), almost as many as the tale of the wedding of Paris with Helen (vv. 710-716),
combined with its catastrophic outcome to the palace, despite its lovely beginning (vv. 738-749).
The abduction and wedding of Helen with Paris have been frequently presented in Attic
tragedy with expressions appertaining to the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. 122 In the
passage, the eros of the Spartan queen is a cause of delusion and ruin, ate, “a flower of love to
pierce the heart” that not only brought the bitter end of her marriage but also became an agent of
disaster (nemesis) to the house of Priam. 123
Even though Helen is not described here as a priestess of Ate, the analogy with the tale of
the lion-cub is apparent and similar: a vengeful Fury who brought tears to brides (νυμφόκλαυτος
Ἐρινύς) an evil deity of destruction, in the house of Priam. The compound word νυμφόκλαυτος
creates an oxymoron which comes in sharp contrast with the similar compound νυμφότιμος, met
earlier in vv. 705-706. The tisis for the loudly celebrated bridal song of the unfortunate couple
was its transformation to lament in vv. 699-716, where the adjective nymphotimon is replaced
by the adjective nymphoclautos. 124
121

Vv. 738-749: “At first, I would say, there came to Ilium the spirit of unruffled calm, [740] a delicate ornament
of wealth, a darter of soft glances from the eye, love's flower that stings the heart. Then, swerving from her course,
she brought [745] her marriage to a bitter end, sped on to the children of Priam under escort of Zeus, the warder of
host and guest, ruining her sojourn and her companions, a vengeful Fury who brought tears to brides.”
122
First, it is commonplace that the abduction of Helen was characterized as ate, both in Homer and in other cases
in Attic Tragedy. Cf. Euripides’ Andromache 103-4, where the abduction of Helen is characterized as a work of
Ate: Ἰλίῳ αἰπεινᾷ Πάρις οὐ γάμον ἀλλά τιν' ἄταν / ἀγάγετ' εὐναίαν εἰς θαλάμους Ἑλέναν. Also, in Iph. Taur. her
wedding is mentioned together with the word hybris: τούς θ᾽ ὑβρισθέντας γάμους / Ἑλένης μετελθεῖν (vv. 13-14).
Finally, in Eur. Orestes we see Helen facing divine nemesis: Διὰ δίκας ἔβα θεῶν / νέμεσις ἐς Ἑλέναν. (vv. 1361-2)
123
Eros is frequently seen as nosos or a synonym of ate in Attic tragedy. For example, the love passion of Phaedra
in Euripides’ Hippolytus operates as a cause of ruin. For a relevant analysis, see pp. 17-23 of Chapter 4 here.
124
vv. 705-706: πρασσομένα τὸ νυμφότι- / μον μέλος ἐκφάτως τίοντας.
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A few verses later, in his speech, Agamemnon himself refers to the abduction of Helen as
hybris, and displays the sack of Troy as a righteous punishment for this “arrogant abduction”.125
Noteworthy is that in these lines we see a lion metaphor again, which has a strong resemblance
to the story of the lion-cub, which ended up in bloodshed. The destructive force of the Argives
is depicted as a lion, an eater of raw flesh, which leaped over the walls of Troy and licked the
royal blood of Troy. 126 This metaphor, highly associated with the tale of the lion-whelp, indicates
the fulfillment of the tragic cycle, from the abduction of Helen (hybris), to her welcoming in the
palace of Priam (ate), up until the rightful destruction of the city of Troy (nemesis and tisis).
Right after the two tragic cycles, depicted in the tale of the lion-cub and the wedding of
Helen, a third tragic cycle is clearly described by the Chorus. This time, we have the very
definition of a complete tragic sequence, starting from a state of olbos, proceeding with hybrisate-nemesis-tisis, and then ending up to a state of oizys (i.e. misfortune or dystychia).
“There is an old saying, long spoken among men”, the Chorus says, 127 “that a man’s
prosperity, when grown great (μέγαν τελεσθέντα φωτὸς ὄλβον) has offspring of ruin, and from
the good fortune, there springs insatiable woe” (ἀκόρεστον οἰζύν). 128 The Chorus states that their
view of the events is different, and explains the cyclical process of the tragic cycle by noting
how it is frequently repeated from generation to generation: an impious deed brings more to
follow (vv. 758-766). 129 In this sense, an old hybris (ὕβρις μὲν παλαιὰ) brings a new one
(νεάζουσαν… ὕβριν), and the tragic cycle is repeated from the ancestors to their descendants,
signifying its circular nature.

125

vv. 822-823: ἁρπαγὰς ὑπερκόμπους ἐπραξάμεσθα.
Agamemnon vv. 171-172: “ὑπερθορὼν δὲ πύργον ὠμηστὴς λέων / ἅδην ἔλειξεν αἵματος τυραννικοῦ.”
127
v. 750: Παλαίφατος δ’ ἐν βροτοῖς λόγος: it is noteworthy, that this sequence was ancient even to the Chorus.
128
vv. 755-756: ἐκ δ᾿ ἀγαθᾶς τύχας γένει / βλαστάνειν ἀκόρεστον οἰζύν. The poetic word οἰζύς, is a synonym to
dystychia, and frequently appears as the outcome of the tragic cycle.
129
But the view of the Chorus as expressed in the passage is not substantially different from the existing tradition,
which is also seen in Solon’s poems. (Fragments of Solon 4.7-9, 6.3-4, 13.7-16).
126
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The complete tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is described by the Chorus in the
following verses 763-781. The old and new hybris, as seen above, literally give birth to ate
(Ἄτας, εἰδομέναν τοκεῦσιν). From there, nemesis follows and justice shines (v. 773: Δίκα δὲ
λάμπει), 130 and brings tisis, the reestablishment of order and justice to the righteous man (v. 775:
τὸν δ᾿ ἐναίσιμον τίει). Righteousness then guides all things to their proper end (v. 781). Starting
from olbos, proceeding with hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, and ending in dystychia, the entire
sequence is seen in vv. 750-781. This passage is additionally important for our analysis, because
it provides concrete evidence for the cyclical nature of the pattern of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis,
and also since it determines its pre-requisite (olbos-eutychia) and outcome (oizys-dystychia).131
Summing up, in the passages analyzed above, Aeschylus is seen to carefully define the
nature and sequence of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. Not only the cyclical nature
of the pattern, but also the preexisting condition of olbos, and the outcome of dystychia are
closely followed by the poet. The significance of the three “normal” and complete instances of
tragic cycle described above is going to be outlined in the following section: in the scene of the
purple robes that Clytemnestra will urge Agamemnon to step on, we are going to observe a
representative example of the redefinition of the tragic cycle. This breaking of the sequence
becomes all the more emphatic and important, given that Aeschylus is breaking the tragic cycle,
a few verses after carefully defining it three consecutive times.

130

In Greek mythology, Nemesis is often seen as a synonym of Justice (Dike), bearing the name “hyperdikos”. In
his Hymn to Nemesis, the poet Mesomedes of Crete calls her a daughter of Justice, while in Cypria Epics she appears
as the mother of Helen. Also see p. 20 of this section for a relevant analysis.
131
In just twelve verses, the entire sequence of the tragic cycle is observed, and for this reason, it is worth citing the
passage, vv. 763-775: φιλεῖ δὲ τίκτειν ὕβρις / μὲν παλαιὰ νεά- / ζουσαν ἐν κακοῖς βροτῶν / ὕβριν τότ᾿ ἢ τόθ᾿, ὅτε
τὸ κύ- / ριον μόλῃ φάος τόκου, / δαίμονά τε τὰν ἄμαχον ἀπόλεμον, / ἀνίερον θράσος μέλαι- / νας μελάθροισιν Ἄτας,
/ εἰδομέναν τοκεῦσιν. / Δίκα δὲ λάμπει μὲν ἐν / δυσκάπνοις δώμασιν, / τὸν δ᾿ ἐναίσιμον τίει”.
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2b. The scene of the purple garments as a substitute for hybris.
After observing three consecutive and representative cases of complete tragic cycles which
follow their expected route, in this section, I discuss the famous scene of the arrival of
Agamemnon back to the palace, after the Trojan war, through the spectrum of the tragic cycle of
hybris-ate-nemesis-titis. This scene occupies vv. 855-974 of Agamemnon, and offers a direct
example of the initiation of the tragic cycle without the direct presence of hybris. Here, I argue
that Clytemnestra creates Agamemnon’s hybris, in an attempt to justify her own vengeful plan
of his assassination, where the hero is tricked into showing hybristic behavior despite his strong
and conscious initial denial. Through this analysis, I will attempt to show that Aeschylus is
emphatically breaking the tragic cycle after carefully defining it in the previous scenes. 132
The famous “purple tapestries” scene begins with Agamemnon returning victorious with
all his might after the Trojan war. He is greeted at the door by Clytemnestra, who strongly
encourages him to walk on some valuable and perishable red garments, created with expensive
shellfish dye. The context allows the assumption that these precious garments would be
destroyed or would otherwise lose their beauty and value if one walked on them, and for this
reason, translating the term πέτασμα (< πετάννυμι) as “carpet” would be inaccurate, given that
carpets were meant to be walked on, while these robes, as “fine garments” were not.133

132

An important element to be acknowledged in the analysis of this scene is the inherited curse of the house of
Atreus, which, according to the myth, begins with the sins of Tantalus, the grandfather of Atreus and greatgrandfather of Agamemnon. Tantalus, a son of Zeus and nymph Plouto, is well known in the existing mythological
tradition for his monumental hybris. After murdering his own son, Pelops, he then served him to the gods for dinner.
The punishment of this monumental hybris was eternal hunger and thirst. The Souda calls Ταντάλειοι τιμωρίαι a
proverb for those who are unable to enjoy things that they are entitled to, as Tantalus was unable to reach food or
water in Tartarus. Agamemnon comes three generations later, after his grandfather Pelops and his father Atreus
continued the cycle of hybris, with insults to the gods, murders, incest, cannibalism, and other shameful acts. Atreus
notoriously fed his brother Thyestes with the flesh of his own sons, after cooking them. The story of the house of
Tantalus, along with the lives of his offspring is narrated, among others, in Hyginus’ Fabulae 85, 86, 88, PseudoApollodorus’ Bibliotheca 2.10-2.15. Seneca the Younger wrote a tragedy called Thyestes in the first century AD.
133
This fine fabric is embroidered as seen in vv. 923, 926, 936 with the word ποικίλος.
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The purpose of Clytemnestra becomes clear very early in the passage: her aim is to trick
Agamemnon into hybris by committing an oriental excess and walking on the purple tapestries
on his way to the palace, thus showing behavior that would appertain to the gods. Right after
spreading out the purple fabrics, she remarks that Justice, Δίκη, should lead him into the house.
This is one of the many phrases that bear a double meaning in Agamemnon. Clytemnestra has in
mind that “justice” will be the revenge she is about to take, but to the ears of Agamemnon, the
phrase would allude to the rightful punishment of the Trojans for the abduction of Helen. 134
Agamemnon is reluctant to walk on an ἐπίφθονον πόρον (v. 921), an invidious path that
would intrigue the jealousy of the gods. 135 He asks Clytemnestra to honor him as a mortal, not
a god, ending his response with what would be regarded as the apothegm and quintessence of
the virtue of sophrosyne: that true happiness is determined only after the end of one’s life.136
Agamemnon shows a clear understanding of his own nature and human limits and repeatedly
acknowledges the risk of committing hybris. In this sense, his behavior is appropriate to the
ancient Greek values as expressed by the famous motto of gnothi sauton. 137 Α stichomythia of
twelve verses follows (vv. 931-943), in which Clytemnestra utilizes both logical and emotional
arguments in order to achieve her goal: she argues that in danger, one could have vowed to the
gods an act like this (v. 933), Priam would have done the same thing had he returned to his palace
victorious (v. 935), the one who is not envied is not worthy of envy (v. 939), and finally, he is
still the victor, even if he grants a small victory to his own wife (v. 943).

134

vv. 911: εἰς δῶμ᾿ ἄελπτον ὡς ἂν ἡγῆται Δίκη.
Such honors were regarded as dangerous because they would incur the jealousy and punishment of the gods. The
belief that the gods are envious of human prosperity is common in Herodotus (cf. Histories 1.32, 3.40, 7.10).
136
vv. 928-9: ὀλβίσαι δὲ χρὴ / βίον τελευτήσαντ᾿ ἐν εὐεστοῖ φίλῃ. This concept has been frequently appearing in
Attic tragedy, along with the Histories of Herodotus, in the famous response of Solon to Croesus.
137
In this scene, another minor element that could be adding to Agamemnon’s hybris is Clytemnestra’s lengthy
speech. In vv. 916-917 Agamemnon observes that a praise would be an appropriate honor if it comes from others,
i.e. not from one’s own family members. In Agamemnon’s, and probably his comrades’ eyes, the lengthy praise of
Clytemnestra could be operating as self-bragging equal to insolence, exuberance, and in the end, hybris.
135
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Even after finally agreeing to walk on the purple embroideries, Agamemnon exercises
caution. “May no jealous eye strike me from afar”, he mentions, in a verse that could even imply
the danger that this envious eye could belong to the gods themselves. 138 He notes again that
there is impropriety in his action and ruining the wealth of his house, but nevertheless he removes
his shoes in an attempt to show additional respect for this superhuman honor. Clytemnestra
responds with a triumphant speech, which ends with an invocation to Zeus to fulfill her prayers,
and to fulfill his own will, a phrase implying that the killing of Agamemnon is according to Zeus’
will. In a masterful poetic moment that alludes to this passage, Agamemnon’s assassination
scene will begin with a garment too, this time not red, but a πέπλον of darkness. 139
The red color has been prominent throughout this passage and will become evident again
in the assassination scene. Apart from the shellfish dye of the carpets, after hearing Cassandra’s
mourning, the Chorus describes their terror noting that purple-colored drops cross their heart,
the same as with men falling in battle.140 At the end of the assassination, we see the red color
appearing once again: this time, it is Agamemnon’s blood, the “crimson rain” that spurted from
his body after being stabbed by Clytemnestra and Aegisthus in the bath. The triumphant
description of Clytemnestra, and the disturbing gory details of these verses, suggest that the
killing of Agamemnon was a quid pro quo punishment for the sacrifice of Iphigeneia. The effect
of remarks like these on the scene is obvious: they reduce Clytemnestra’s justice for vengeance
due to her lust-blood.

138

vv. 946-947: “καὶ τοῖσδέ μ᾿ ἐμβαίνονθ᾿ ἁλουργέσιν †θεῶν† / μή τις πρόσωθεν ὄμματος βάλοι φθόνος.” The
apparatus criticus mentions Wecklein’s conjecture, a tentative suggestion for the replacement of θεῶν with πέπλοις,
and LOEB’s translation prefers the latter. Here, I chose to keep “θεῶν” instead, due to the earlier references that
would actually suggest that walking on these garments would attract the envy of the gods. The Genitive of
possession “θεών” should not be taken literally to mean “embroideries belonging to the gods” as Sommerstein
suggests, but rather an attribute, thus characterizing them poetically as “divine garments”. For a different opinion
in favor of keeping “πέπλοις” instead, see Sommerstein (2009) fn. 200 on v. 946.
139
This description is provided a few verses later by Cassandra, who prophetically foretells Agamemnon’s death.
vv. 1126-1127: ἐν πέπλοισιν / μελαγκέρῳ λαβοῦσα μηχανήματι. The πορφυρόν πέπλον becomes μελάγκερον.
140
vv. 1121-1122: ἐπὶ δὲ καρδίαν ἔδραμε κροκοβαφὴς / σταγών.
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The textual references to the elements of the tragic cycle in Agamemnon are particularly
important in this analysis. All three appearances of hybris in Agamemnon are in choral odes. We
have already analyzed the two most important appearances of the word hybris in the play, in the
description of a small tragic cycle. 141 Later, after the murder is carried out, the Chorus states that
they would not like to be insolent in response to Aegisthus, but they nevertheless believe justice
will prevail and he should expect punishment for his impious deed.142
Hybris here also bears the meaning of insolence, impiety, exuberance, and in vv. 763ff it
precedes ate. Notably, the word ἄτη and its derivatives appear fifteen times in this play and the
term is seen in a central role operating as “ruin, destruction, doom” and “delusion, folly”. 143
Cassandra talks about the πρώταρχον ἄτην (v. 1192), the ruinous folly that first began the
misfortune of the house, bringing “kindred Erinyes”, since these Furies have been called up by
the murders of other family members in the house of Atreus. 144 Ate appears close to δουλεία,
describing the yoke of necessity, slavery, and ate. This common fate in which all mortals
participate is set by Zeus himself: the father of the gods along with the Night covered Troy with
an inescapable net of slavery, a γάγγαμον δουλείας, which is seen in apposition with ate, that
destroys everything. 145 This metaphor is neatly connected with the description of Helen’s
wedding, and this is the reason why she was called a νυμφόκλαυτος Erinys, as analyzed earlier.
Zeus’ role is once again equivocal, as it has been since the beginning of the play, along with the
idea of dike or justice.

141

vv. 763, 766: φιλεῖ δὲ τίκτειν Ὕβρις / Ὕβριν τότ' ἢ τόθ', ὅτε τὸ κύριον μόλῃ.
1612: Αἴγισθ᾿, ὑβρίζειν ἐν κακοῖσιν οὐ σέβω.
143
v. 387: προβούλου παῖς ἄφερτος ἄτας, v. 643: δίλογχον ἄτην, φοινίαν ξυνωρίδα, v. 770: Θράσος, μελαίνα
μελάθροισιν Ἄτα, v. 819: ἄτης θύελλαι ζῶσι· συνθνῄσκουσα δὲ, v. 1124: ταχεῖα δ' ἄτα πέλει., v. 1192: πρώταρχον
ἄτης, v. 1230: ἄτης λαθραίου τεύξεται κακῇ τύχῃ, v. 1268: ἄλλην τιν' Ἄτην ἀντ' ἐμοῦ πλουτίζετε, v. 1283: κάτεισιν,
ἄτας τάσδε θριγκώσων φίλοις, v. 1523: οὐδὲ γὰρ οὗτος δολίαν ἄτην, v. 1566: κεκόλληται γένος πρὸς ἄτᾳ.
144
This outlines the cyclical nature of the sequence. vv. 1190-1193: δύσπεμπτος ἔξω, συγγόνων Ἐρινύων· / ὑμνοῦσι
δ᾿ ὕμνον δώμασιν προσήμεναι / πρώταρχον ἄτην, ἐν μέρει δ᾿ ἀπέπτυσαν / εὐνὰς ἀδελφοῦ τῷ πατοῦντι δυσμενεῖς.
145
vv. 355-361, esp. vv 360-361: μέγα δουλείας / γάγγαμον, ἄτης παναλώτου. The adjective πανάλωτος is remindful
of the Iliad 19.91 where we see “πρέσβα Διὸς θυγάτηρ Ἄτη, ἣ πάντας ἀᾶται”.
142
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As early as in vv. 160-181, we hear the Chorus uttering the famous phrase “Zeus, whoever
he may be” is the one who sets mortals to the path of understanding. Human life is described as
an everlasting succession that leads mortals who were once fortunate to nonexistence. This
happens because “wisdom comes from suffering”, and the πάθει μάθος brings a long-lasting
memory of pain that comes even in sleep. This is how humans manage to achieve sophrosyne,
even despite their own will, and as such, divine grace is characterized βίαιος. 146
Ate appears in one more interesting case, this time used by Clytemnestra. She states that
she slew Agamemnon while fulfilling Justice (Δίκην) that was due for the killing of her child
Iphigeneia, caused by Ate (Ἄτην) and by the Fury (Ἐρινύν). 147 The word nemesis does not
appear in Agamemnon, but in multiple instances, dike is seen to operate as a substitute for it.148
In contrast, δίκη or δίκα and its derivatives are found more than forty-five times, and in
some cases, it is seen close to elements of the tragic cycle. For example, in vv. 771-773 it appears
together with tisis, given that Δίκα δὲ λάμπει (…) τόν τ' ἐναίσιμον τίει βίον, signifying the
outcome and completion of the tragic cycle. Earlier, in v. 259 δίκη appears in the same verse
with τίω. 149 Τίσις appears five more times in the form of the verb τί(ν)ω and its derivatives,
carrying the meaning of respect, reverence and retribution of what is due.150 Last but not least,
Cassandra prays that her enemies face tisis, as the penalty for her own murder as well. 151

146

vv. 177-183: τὸν πάθει μάθος / θέντα κυρίως ἔχειν. / στάζει δ' ἀνθ' ὕπνου πρὸ καρδίας / μνησιπήμων πόνος· καὶ
παρ' ἄ- / κοντας ἦλθε σωφρονεῖν / δαιμόνων δέ που χάρις βίαιος / σέλμα σεμνὸν ἡμένων. This view of the gods is
revolutionary and comes in sharp contrast with stereotypes in favor of Aeschylus’ traditional and “pious” image.
147
vv. 1432-1433: μὰ τὴν τέλειον τῆς ἐμῆς παιδὸς Δίκην / Ἄτην Ἐρινύν θ᾿, αἷσι τόνδ᾿ ἔσφαξ᾿ ἐγώ.
148
For example, in the complete tragic cycle appearing in vv. 750-781, Δίκη is seen as a synonym to nemesis. See
p. 61 for a relevant analysis. The concept of dike is associated with justice, the role of the gods, and the frequently
incomprehensible cosmic order in Agamemnon.
149
vv. 259: δίκη γάρ ἐστι φωτὸς ἀρχηγοῦ τίειν. Here Clytaemnestra uses the notion of dike and tisis in the opposite
way, alluding to her upcoming revenge.
150
v. 457: δημοκράντου δ᾿ ἀρᾶς τίνει χρέος, v. 531: ἥκει, τίεσθαι δ' ἀξιώτατος βροτῶν, vv. 821-822: τούτων θεοῖσι
χρὴ πολύμνηστον χάριν / τίνειν, v. 942: ἦ καὶ σὺ νίκην τήνδε δήριος τίεις; Also the compound ἐκτίνω in v. 1562:
φέρει φέροντ', ἐκτίνει δ' ὁ καίνων.
151
v. 1324-1325: πρὸς ὕστατον φῶς, <δεσπότου> τιμαόροις / ἐχθροὺς φόνευσιν τὴν ἐμὴν τίνειν ὁμοῦ.
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Overall, Agamemnon undergoes the tragic cycle without having willingly committed
hybris, except that which is deliberately induced on him by Clytemnestra in order to carry out
her vengeful plan. Ate, the blindness of mind falls upon him as he walks on the purple carpets,
and the outcome of nemesis and tisis, through his assassination and death by Clytemnestra and
Aegisthus soon follows. In this case, the tragic cycle is redefined by Aeschylus in a very neat
inversion of the already existing tradition: the piety of Agamemnon, apparent in the sacrifice of
Iphigeneia, is seen along with various cases where he committed hybris in the Trojan war. 152
But even in this case, it hardly possible to accept that walking on the purple tapestries was
indeed an act of impudence, a hybris that defied the authority of the gods. Given that
Agamemnon had already acknowledged the fact that it was inappropriate in the first place, by
tricking him into a hubristic act, Clytemnestra’s actions substitute for his hybris. Not only the
lack of Agamemnon’s hubristic intension, but also the unjust killing of Cassandra, and the fact
that Aegisthus almost kills the Chorus before being stopped in the last moment by Clytemnestra,
allow us to safely state that the goals of the couple are not serving justice. Clytemnestra is seen
leading Agamemnon into this action in an attempt to deprive him of divine help, thus bringing
her vicious plan into fulfillment. Given that the hybris of Agamemnon in this case is absent, and
that his death is treated as administration of dike, in the scene of the purple robes Aeschylus is
redefining the tragic cycle in an emphatic way, right after having carefully defined it in another.

152

Agamemnon has been notorious for committing hybris during and after the Trojan war. At the beginning of the
Iliad it becomes known that the menis of Achilles was a result of Agamemnon’s dishonor of the hero by depriving
him of his γέρας, Briseis. This act is perceived by the hero and his comrades as ὕβρις (Il. 1. 203, 214 and 9. 368).
Earlier, in 9.116ff he had acknowledged his judicial erring as a form of ate, stating that “ἀασάμην, οὐδ’ αὐτὸς
ἀναίνομαι”. Later he attributes this hybris to Ate again, noting that even Zeus himself fell victim to her once (Il. 19.
95-133), his argument being that when the father of the gods was deceived, he himself could not have escaped Ate.
So he states that “ἐγὼ δ’ οὐκ αἴτιός εἰμι, / ἀλλὰ Ζεὺς καὶ Μοῖρα καὶ ἠεροφοῖτις Ἐρινύς” who instilled folly in his
mind when he deprived Achilles of Briseis. The echoing of this famous “ἐγὼ δ’ οὐκ αἴτιός εἰμι” could be seen as
an implication in this welcoming scene where he is ultimately convinced to commit hybris by Clytemnestra. Finally,
it is also worth remembering that Cassandra, who is brought by Agamemnon as a concubine back to Argos had
rejected the advances of god Apollo, an event that could render Agamemnon envious to the divine.
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2c. The tragic cycle redefined in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon.
In Agamemnon, Aeschylus is breaking the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis right
after carefully defining it. Following three complete tragic cycles in vv. 720-781, in the famous
scene of the purple carpets, the tragic sequence is redefined. The hero faces the tragic cycle
without having committed hybris in this scene, and while extensively showing sophrosyne and
trying to act in moderation. Despite these facts, Agamemnon undergoes the remaining tragic
cycle after facing ate, in the form of delusion that leads him to his death, in an act that is described
as fulfillment of dike and Zeus’ will. The tragic cycle is carried out by Clytemnestra who presents
herself as an agent of dike, in order to carry out her vengeful plan. The events in this play can be
schematically seen as follows:

Τhe tragic cycle redefined in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon

A. Agamemnon’s olbos before the events of the tragedy: he returns victorious as a war-hero.
1. Hybris, absent*: Clytemnestra tricks Agamemnon in a god-like behavior to provoke his hybris.
2. Ate, delusion falls upon Agamemnon: he is outsmarted and entangled in Clytemnestra’s trap.
3. Nemesis, pre-existing vengeance for the house of Atreus falls upon him: a victim of fate.
4. Tisis: problematic. Only partially leads to the re-establishment of justice/religious order.
A’. Agamemnon, his children, and the entire house of Atreus reaches a state of dystychia.
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3. The case of the Libation Bearers and Eumenides
3a. Interrelated tragic cycles in the Libation Bearers: hybris and Apollo’s will.
The two last plays of the Oresteia, the Libation Bearers and Eumenides will allow us to
observe the case of Orestes who faces the complete tragic sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis, without
having committed hybris. 153 The interrelated themes of vengeance and justice are present in the
Libation Bearers and Eumenides. Orestes is on a mission to exact vengeance for his father’s
death, which is not only encouraged but also dictated by Apollo, who has threatened the hero
with horrible punishments in case he disobeys. Even though Orestes acts as an agent of Apollo,
he falls victim to the Erinyes and their violent retribution in a series of events that, as we are
going to see through the analysis in this chapter, lead to a redefinition of the tragic cycle by
replacing or canceling the elements of hybris and tisis due to divine will and intervention.
The divine element is much more apparent in the Libation Bearers than in Agamemnon.
The theme of immediate fulfillment of prayers operates as an important element of the plot:
Orestes meets Electra when the mutual prayers of the siblings are instantly fulfilled, and this
offers a strong indication that the siblings will manage to avenge their father’s death. The piety
of Orestes becomes evident very early in the play (vv. 246-305): first, Orestes prays to Zeus and
reminds the god of his father’s sacrifices, asking him to cleanse the root of the house. The hero
emphatically notes that Apollo warned him that he would be severely punished (τείσειν) if he
did not pursue his father’s murderers: leprosy, exile, and pollution would burden him until death,
and the Furies would pursue him with burning eyes. 154

153

For the analysis of selected parts of Libation Bearers in this section, see the commentaries of von WilamowitzMoellendorff (1896), and Tucker (1901). Brown (1982) 26-32 discusses some hermeneutic problems appearing in
the Eumenides.
154
vv. 277: τείσειν μ᾿ ἔχοντα πολλὰ δυστερπῆ κακά, / ἀποχρημάτοισι ζημίαις μαυρούμενον. Interestingly, Orestes
would have to face tisis himself in case he did not avenge the death of his father.
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It is noteworthy that in every possible scenario Orestes would suffer the wrath of the
Erinyes: if he does not abide by Apollo, the Furies will haunt him because not avenging the death
of one’s kin was seen as equivalent to causing it (v. 283-284). And when he does avenge
Agamemnon's death, he is haunted by the Erinyes yet again because he committed matricide. 155
Thus, Orestes is seen to have three important reasons to abide by god’s will: apart from
Apollo’s severe warnings of suffering, in the kommos (vv. 306-478) Orestes expresses his own
immense grief for his father’s murder. The third reason is understood better if we keep in mind
that Clytemnestra’s actions of murdering Agamemnon and bringing Aegisthus home practically
disinherited her son. By murdering them, Orestes will be able to regain his kingdom (vv. 479584.), an important aspect that introduces justice in the dimension of politics. 156
The idea and theme of Justice, prevalent in the trilogy and already discussed in the
Agamemnon appears again in the Libation Bearers. The Chorus remarks on the presence of the
house spirits and the demand of old blood to be washed away with new blood in the name of
Justice (vv. 719ff). The themes of justice and vengeance seem to be interrelated in the play
despite their substantial differences. First, in the Libation Bearers ideas of patriarchy are present,
in the sense that justice is not equal to all, and women are not permitted to hold men accountable
for their actions. We also have to bear in mind that in Athens at the time women were not
considered citizens and their rights were far less than those of men. This equivocal idea of justice
will appear again in the Eumenides, when Athena herself will exonerate Orestes by valuing
Agamemnon’s life more than the life of Clytemnestra.

155

In the Libation Bearers, the Erinyes are still cooperating with Apollo, acting as the god’s agents. It will only be
later in this play and in the upcoming Eumenides that we will observe a clear conflict between them.
156
For a discussion regarding politics in the Oresteia, see Dodds (1960b) 19-31 and Macleod (1982) 124-144. The
Aeschylean characters, like Orestes and Electra here, are often a puzzle, and in some cases their behavior and overall
behavior hardly coincides with the plot. For a relevant analysis, important is the analysis of Easterling (1973) 3-19.
Dawe (1963) 21-62 deals with the inconsistencies between character and the plot in Aeschylus’ plays.
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Orestes is seen having the protection of various gods alongside Apollo. Zeus, the
personification of divine Justice, has been invoked many times throughout the play. The
intervention of Hermes in favor of Orestes is seen in Aegisthus’ speech right before his death,
who notes that no one can deceive him because his mind is literally “full of eyes”. But Hermes
is the god who killed the thousand-eyed Argos, thus bearing the adjective Ἀργεϊφόντης since the
Iliad, and this is a clear indication that he is by the side of Orestes. Equally, when Clytemnestra
hears the cryptic words of the servants that “the dead are killing the living”, she quickly
understands the meaning of the words noting that "We die by cunning, precisely as we killed."
After killing Clytemnestra, an action seen primarily as hybris, Orestes suffers ate, delusion,
which is frequently operating as a synonym of mania. Sensing the pollution of the matricide, he
describes the feeling like driving a chariot out of control, and his phrenes are leaving him. The
turning point at the beginning of his tragic cycle takes place right after he notices the robes that
served as a foil for Agamemnon. Wondering how he should name these garments, he calls them
“a hunting net”, a clear allusion to Agamemnon being caught and wrapped in them during his
assassination scene. Now the murderers are in these very robes, facing tisis or punishment for
their own actions, following divine nemesis as seen in Apollo’s speech. 157
Right after this scene of ate, Orestes faces the fury and pursuit of the Erinyes, the equivalent
of nemesis, possessed by a vision of the chthonic goddesses. The play closes with a reference to
the word ate, and the Chorus asks when the ruins of the house will finally cease, a question that
is going to be answered only in the last play of this trilogy.

157

Poetic justice is also served in this way, given that his mother is now wrapped in the very robes that she used in
order to murder his father. The concept of the “net”, bearing the notions of deceit, foil, slavery, is interrelated with
these garments, that operate in multiple levels in both Agamemnon and Libation Bearers. The purple robes were
supporting Clytemnestra’s attempt to trap Agamemnon into hybris, and the “dark robes” were seen to offer an end
with consequent tisis both to his own life and to the lives of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. These very robes are now
initiating a new tragic cycle, this time upon Orestes, despite the fact that he acted according to Apollo’s will.
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The analysis of the textual references to the elements of the tragic cycle in this play is of
particular importance. First of all, it is noteworthy that the word hybris does not appear at all in
the Libation Bearers, but the absence of the word does not indicate the absence of the concept it
describes. In this case, the matricide committed by Orestes is considered as hybris on multiple
levels, and even though it was an action guided by the god, the effects of ate and nemesis, with
his madness and his pursuit by the Erinyes, initiate the tragic cycle upon him.
The word ate and its derivatives appear eleven times in this play, in the majority of cases
bearing the meaning of destruction and doom. 158 The “πρώταρχος ἄτη” of the Agamemnon now
is seen to become an “ὑστερόποινος ἄτη”, ruin avenging the reckless human violence in
retribution arranged by Zeus himself. 159 And just as “the old hybris brought new hybris in
Agamemnon (vv. 763-4), here “the previous ate is giving way to new ate” (vv. 403-4).
The Chorus says that it is a law that the blood of those murdered demands more blood, and
an Erinys will bring more destruction after the first slaughter. 160 Earlier, the Chorus addresses
the misery brought to the house again and blames the wound of a παράμουσος Ἄτη, a discordant
delusion. The poetic adjective παράμουσος is descriptive of the blindness of mind caused by ate,
and the term should not be translated merely as “doom” here. It is also noteworthy that with the
word ate this play will conclude in v. 1076: “μετακοιμισθὲν μένος ἄτης;”
The word nemesis does not appear in the Libation Bearers. Still, we can safely state that
the notion of divine retribution is a central theme in the play, which operates as a major element
of the plot, as we have seen throughout the analysis of this section.

158

v. 69: διαλγὴς δ’ ἄτα διαφέρει, v. 272: ἄτας ὑφ᾽ ἧπαρ θερμὸν ἐξαυδώμενος, v. 339: οὐκ ἀτρίακτος ἄτα;, v. 467:
καὶ παράμουσος Ἄτας, v. 830: πέραιν᾽ ἀνεπίμομφον ἄταν, v. 836: φόνιον ἄταν τιθείς, τὸν αἴτιον δ᾽, v. 968:
καθαρμοῖσιν ἀτᾶν ἐλατηρίοις.
159
vv. 382-383: Ζεῦ Ζεῦ, κάτωθεν ἀμπέμπων / ὑστερόποινον ἄταν.
160
vv. 400-404: ἀλλὰ νόμος μὲν φονίας σταγόνας / χυμένας ἐς πέδον ἄλλο προσαιτεῖν / αἷμα. βοᾷ γὰρ λοιγὸς Ἐρινὺν
/ παρὰ τῶν πρότερον φθιμένων ἄτην / ἑτέραν ἐπάγουσαν ἐπ᾽ ἄτῃ.
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The word tisis is seen three times in the Libation Bearers, and the theme of justice and
retribution is central. In vv. 312-313 we read that tisis for a stroke of blood is given by a stroke
of blood, and the agent has to be punished equally to the crime.161 The Chorus will use the verb
τί(ν)ω twice more and in a few verses, we will see two substantially different uses of the word.
First, in the sense of “honoring a deed” (v. 629) and secondly, as a repayment for the stain of
blood (v. 651). 162 This second case of tisis in v. 651 deserves further attention. In a vivid
metaphor of Destiny as a sword maker (v. 646 Αἶσα φασγανουργός), the Chorus explains that
Justice will prevail in the end, given that its foundations are firmly set. This image of destiny
holding a sword ready to avenge is a clear reminder of Nemesis, who is traditionally depicted as
holding a sword and chasing the wrongdoers. And interestingly enough, tisis follows right
afterward, in the sense of payment for this stain of blood, administered by the Erinyes. 163
In concluding, the idea of a tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, and of repeated tragic
cycles among generations becomes again a central theme in the Libation Bearers. By murdering
the murderers, Orestes becomes another member of the blood cycle of the house of Atreus. More
importantly, he will face himself the tragic cycle, but this time in a redefined way: Orestes is not
responsible for the hybris of the matricide he committed, but still faces pollution over his action.
Apollo is seen to demand Clytemnestra’s punishment (nemesis), which will result in her death
(tisis). Finally, Orestes undergoes ate right after he sees the robes that killed his father with his
dead mother in them and the Furies haunt him (nemesis) due to his hybris. In the last play of the
trilogy, the Eumenides, we will observe the cancellation of the tragic cycle, as Orestes will not
face punishment (tisis) due to the intervention of Apollo and Athena.

161

vv. 312-313: ἀντὶ δὲ πληγῆς φονίας φονίαν / πληγὴν τινέτω. δράσαντι παθεῖν.
v. 629: τίω δ᾿ ἀθέρμαντον ἑστίαν δόμων and v. 651: τίνειν μύσος χρόνῳ κλυτὰ.
163
vv. 646-652: Δίκας δ᾿ ἐρείδεται πυθμήν, / προχαλκεύει δ᾿ Αἶσα φασγανουργός· / τέκνον δ᾿ ἐπεισφέρει δόμοις
αἱμάτων παλαιτέρων / τίνειν μύσος χρόνῳ κλυτὰ / βυσσόφρων Ἐρινύς.
162
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3b. Justice instead of vengeance in the Eumenides: tisis canceled.
The Eumenides was staged in 458 BCE, and is the third and last play of the Oresteia, the
final chapter in the cycle of events taking place in the house of Atreus. After having observed a
redefined tragic cycle in The Libation Bearers, in which the oracle of Apollo substitutes for
Orestes’ hybris and leads to his ate, in the Eumenides we are going to observe the final outcome
of this sequence of events. Through divine intervention, Orestes is not going to face the expected
punishment, given that Apollo and Athena impose their own will, thus canceling tisis. In the
analysis of this section, we will first observe how the tragic cycle operates as an element of the
plot, and we will then discuss the references to the elements of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. It is
worth mentioning that in the Libation Bearers and Eumenides, we observe a redefinition of the
tragic cycle similar to Euripides’ Electra and Orestes. 164
The plot of Eumenides is rather important because it deals with an important question
prevalent in the discussion of what is and what is not a rightfully initiated tragic cycle: the theme
of justice in comparison with vengeance. In many cases, the Olympians are seen to pursue
revenge via the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, and their aim is frequently not the
administration of justice. The role of Apollo is characteristic in the Eumenides. The god of light
and enlightenment, who is yet seen to offer a dark oracle leading Orestes to matricide acts as a
central figure in this play. In a crescendo of divine intervention in human affairs, high powers
are observed in the Eumenides more times than in the Libation Bearers, and even more times
than in the Agamemnon. The gods frequently appear to impose their will while dealing with the
central themes of revenge, justice, and law, which oftentimes appear interchangeably. 165

164

For the analysis of Electra and Orestes see pp. 168-173 of this dissertation.
Sets of antitheses like the Erinyes and the Eumenides, as well as Zeus and Prometheus are extensively discussed
by Reinhardt (1949) along with various theological aspects of the play.
165
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In Athens, we observe a new era of justice, where the traditional quid pro quo practices
of vengeance are now replaced by a more rational and open-minded approach. On the one
hand, the Erinyes maintain that justice is preserved by fear and on the other hand Athena states
that justice should be determined in a court of law. The confrontation between Orestes and the
Erinyes is of particular interest and importance. To the question of the Furies as to why he
committed matricide, the hero explains that he did so after being instructed by Apollo, and due
to the loving memory of his father. He returns the question by asking them why they did not
torment Clytemnestra for murdering her husband, only to receive the response that her murder
was not of equal value since she did not kill a blood relative. 166
This new concept of justice that overcomes the idea of quid pro quo vengeance is
associated with the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis and effectively redefines it: the
exoneration of Orestes through the intervention of Apollo and Athena, effectively cancels the
outcome of tisis. This new kind of divine justice, represented by these two gods, effectively
replaces the older idea of vengeance that is pursued by the Erinyes, even though it is not
without its own “biases”. 167 Apollo testifies in favor of Orestes by defending his own oracle,
stating that all matters of justice are overseen and approved by Zeus himself, and no oracle is
communicated without the consent of the father of the gods. To the perfect six to six split of
the jury, Athena is the tiebreaker, casting her vote in favor of Orestes, exonerating him. She
also reconciles with the Erinyes who will be regarded as “Eumenides”, the kindly ones. 168

166

The argument here is that both are avenging the death of a blood relative with murder, Clytemnestra the death of
Iphigeneia, and Orestes the murder of Agamemnon. But Agamemnon was not a blood relative of Clytemnestra.
167
These include but are not limited to the patriarchic views of Athena, and the value of one human life for more
than another one. This idea of justice is of course nobler than the blind thirst for vengeance represented by Furies.
168
In this case, divine justice is seen to operate “on demand” based on Athena’s opinion, who expresses a bias in
favor of the patriarchy of the era in Athens. The goddess explains that a father should be regarded as more important
than the mother, and thus Clytemnestra’s murder by Orestes should have less gravity than the murder of
Agamemnon by Clytemnestra. Athena is also personally biased for another reason associated with her own birth:
according to Greek myth, she sprouted directly from the head of Zeus, thus never actually having a mother herself.
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In the final outcome of the court, which exonerates Orestes and thus takes away the
outcome of tisis, we observe a redefinition of the tragic cycle by Aeschylus. The redefinition
takes place in a rather emphatic way: as in the case of Agamemnon, analyzed in the previous
section, in the Eumenides Aeschylus is breaking the tragic cycle right after carefully defining
it. This happens via the detailed explanation of the Chorus of the Furies in vv. 368-388 as to
how they act as agents of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. 169 The Furies are keen
on bringing unendurable ruin (v. 376: δύσφορον ἄταν). When the arrogant man falls, he is not
aware of the Furies’ intervention because his wits are taken away by injury and he is in a dark
cloud of pollution (vv. 377-379). This description that matches the delusion of ate continues
with nemesis: the Furies are remembering the wrongs of men, and pursue them by carrying out
their despised actions in the final punishment of tisis. 170 Their punitive role, which represents
an archaic idea of justice as a synonym of vengeance, is challenged by Apollo and Athena. 171
An analysis of words denoting the elements of the tragic cycle in this play is of particular
importance. First of all, it is noteworthy that hybris appears in one but quite meaningful occasion.
After extensively praising Justice in vv. 510-525, the Chorus describes two extremes that have
to be avoided, despotism and anarchy, and remarks that the god has given pre-eminence to the
mean, the μέσον, in everything. 172 And the Chorus continues, noting that they will offer a
relevant remark, stating that “hybris is truly the offspring of impiety”.

169

They describe the process in detail by stating that “the arrogance of men, no matter how proud they are, eventually
melts away into worthlessness due to their actions” vv. 368-369: δόξαι δ᾿ ἀνδρῶν καὶ μάλ᾿ ὑπ᾿ αἰθέρι σεμναὶ /
τακόμεναι κατὰ γᾶς μινύθουσιν ἄτιμοι.
170
vv. 382-3: κακῶν τε μνάμονες and v. 385: ἀτίετα διέπομεν λάχη respectively.
171
Of course, the Furies are much older than the Olympians and they possessed their divine attributes and powers
since they were born (vv. 347-348). They are seen to operate in the following way: they offer quid pro quo justice,
and the description of their punitive role against hybristic people appertains to the events of the tragic cycle. The
newer gods are seen to represent a new era for justice, redefining the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis by
imposing Orestes’ hybris, and by alleviating from him the final outcome of tisis.
172
v. 530: παντὶ μέσῳ τὸ κράτος θεὸς ὤπασεν. This quote reminds us of the definition of the “golden mean”, the
mean relative to us, in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics B6 14-16.
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In an interesting arrangement that describes the tragic cycle “in reverse”, the Chorus states
that from a healthy mind (ὑγιείας φρενῶν, i.e. avoiding hybris, and the consequent ate, which is
the delusion of phrenes), one could achieve olbos, true prosperity. In this case, we observe that
the punishment of anyone who does not respect the altar of Justice (v. 539: βωμὸν αἴδεσαι Δίκας)
and tramples on it with a godless foot, will be a penalty equivalent to nemesis and tisis. Only
three verses later, the word tisis appears again, this time bearing the meaning of honor that should
be attributed to the sanctity of the parents. 173 Ate and its derivatives appear only three times,
bearing the meaning of ruin and destruction. 174
The effects of nemesis are apparent throughout the play, with the Erinyes haunting Orestes
and demanding his punishment for the committed matricide, but the word νέμεσις does not
appear in the Eumenides. The word tisis and its derivatives are seen seven times throughout the
play, more times than in any other tragedy of this trilogy. 175 The adjective ἀτίετoς is present in
almost half of these cases, meaning the dishonored, i.e. the one who has been left without tisis.
Very early in the play the Erinyes accuse Apollo of violating the laws of the gods by honoring
what is mortal (v. 171). According to their accusation, the god chooses to distribute tisis ondemand, violating divine laws, and “βρότεα μὲν τίων”. Apollo responds to the Furies in favor of
Orestes, stating that it is inappropriate of them not to punish (μὴ τίνεσθαι) or even cast their eye
(μηδ᾽ ἐποπτεύειν κότῳ) on those who violated the sacred bond of marriage by murder, i.e.
Clytemnestra, while choosing to harrass Orestes because of his matricide (vv. 220). In another
particularly interesting case, tisis is connected with the tragic cycle in the description of the
Chorus of Furies in their punitive role analyzed earlier (vv. 368-388).

173

vv. 541-542: ἀθέῳ ποδὶ λὰξ ἀτίσῃς· ποινὰ γὰρ / ἔπεσται· and v. 545: πρὸς τάδε τις τοκέων σέβας εὖ προτίων.
v. 376: κῶλα, δύσφορον ἄταν, v. 982: ἀντιφόνους ἄτας, v. 1007: κατὰ γῆς σύμεναι τὸ μὲν ἀτηρὸν.
175
v. 171: παρὰ νόμον θεῶν βρότεα μὲν τίων, v. 220: τὸ μὴ τίνεσθαι μηδ᾽ ἐποπτεύειν κότῳ, v. 385: ἄτιμ᾽ ἀτίετα
διόμεναι, v. 542: ποδὶ λὰξ ἀτίσῃς, v. 546: σέβας εὖ προτίων, v. 839: φεῦ, ἀτίετον μύσος which is repeated in v. 872.
174
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Summing up, the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is redefined in a very interesting
way in Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers and Eumenides. By honoring and following Apollo’s oracle,
Orestes punishes the hybris of Clytemnestra, only in order to commit hybris himself. He
undergoes ate, delusion, right after the completion of matricide, and the Erinyes are seen hunting
him immediately afterward (nemesis). The outcome of tisis was canceled as we observed in the
Eumenides, due to the intervention of Apollo and Athena.
The dark oracle of Apollo removes some of the culpability of hybris from Orestes. His
innocence is supported both by mortals (the Chorus, Electra, etc.) and by immortals (Athena and
Apollo). This case constitutes an important example of the redefinition of the tragic cycle in
Aeschylus given that the remaining tragic cycle of ate-nemesis-tisis falls upon Orestes and
Electra, despite the absence of hybris. The dark oracle of Apollo should be regarded as ate,
delusion-blindness of mind which misled Orestes, driving him to commit matricide. Although
this was clearly the will of god, the next part of the tragic cycle, nemesis, also falls upon the hero,
as the Erinyes repeatedly haunt the hero. Tisis, the outcome of the actual punishment is alleviated
from Orestes, due to the intervention of Athena.
Summing up, in the Libation Bearers and Eumenides we have a tragic cycle starting right
after the completion of another tragic cycle: as soon as Clytemnestra is punished following god’s
will, Orestes will undergo the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, encountering blindness of
mind, delusion, and enduring the nemesis of the Erinyes for the committed matricide, until
eventually reaching tisis. This is a complex series of interrelated events, described as “the cycle
of blood” by the Chorus multiple times, and attributed to the curse of the house of Atreus. For
the purposes of our analysis, this should be treated as a complex series of interrelated tragic
cycles, most of which are redefined due to divine will.
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3c. The tragic cycle redefined in Aeschylus’ Libation bearers and Eumenides.
Following the analysis in this section, Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers and Eumenides were
examined together due to their common backgrounds as parts of the Oresteia, and can be seen
as examples of how the tragic cycle is broken or redefined. Orestes acts according to the will of
Apollo, and is not responsible for the hybris of this matricide, since the dark oracle and even the
god himself acknowledged responsibility for this act. The redefinition of the tragic cycle occurs
given that the remaining sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis takes place, with the delusion that leads
Orestes to kill Clytemnestra, along with the event of the matricide and the effect of the Erinyes
upon the hero, as nemesis and tisis respectively. The intervention of Apollo and Athena
effectively cancels the outcome of tisis. These events can be represented as follows.

Τhe tragic cycle redefined in Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers and Eumenides:

A. Orestes’ and Electra’s peaceful life before the tragedy could be seen as eutychia.
1. Hybris is equivocal: the matricide is bound to god’s will but Orestes faces the tragic cycle.
2. Ate, blindness of mind is brought by the dark oracle of Apollo, guiding Orestes to matricide.
3. Nemesis, the wrath of the gods falls upon Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. The couple is killed.
4. Absence of Tisis: The exoneration of Orestes leads to a relative reestablishment of justice.
A’. Electra, Orestes, and the Chorus reach a state of dystychia due to bloodshed in the house.
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4. The case of the Seven against Thebes
4a. The hybris of the Seven: the first five assailants in a complete tragic cycle.
The Seven against Thebes is the third play in an Aeschylean trilogy associated with the
Theban mythological cycle, and in particular with Oedipus. 176 Even though the first two plays
named Laius and Oedipus, along with the satyr play Sphinx are lost, we know that the tragedy
won the first prize at the City Dionysia in 467 BCE. The case of the Seven against Thebes
provides a unique example of a play where we observe both a tragic cycle following its expected
route, and a redefined tragic cycle. In the case of the first five generals marching against the city
of Thebes, we have the expected route of the tragic cycle, while in the case of the sixth,
Amphiaraos, we have a tragic cycle that takes place without the presence of hybris.
The story deals with the battle between Polyneices and six generals against the army of the
city of Thebes, which was governed by his brother Eteocles. Although the tragedy features little
action, because of its rich dialogues and especially through the description of the Seven to
Eteocles by the messenger, we are able to discern important elements of the tragic cycle of
hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. Of the seven generals marching against the city of Thebes, the first five
match the description of people with hubristic behavior or prone to committing hybris. Following
the same pattern, a description of each of the first five generals is provided, their exuberant
behavior and traits are outlined by the Messenger, and then Eteocles provides a matching
defender. The selection of the defenders is of particular importance, given that Eteocles not only
selects a defender capable of winning, but more importantly, he chooses a person appropriate to
balance and punish the exuberance displayed by each of the attackers.
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For the analysis of selected parts of Seven against Thebes in this section, see the commentaries of Tucker (1908)
and Italie (1950), along with the study of Wilkenz (1974). In addition, noteworthy is the study of Thalmann (1978),
who discusses the dramatic art of Aeschylus in the play.
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Tydeus comes first (vv. 377-396). In just twenty verses, the hero is seen to commit a twofold hybris: first, in his lust for battle-blood, he defies the prophecies of Amphiaraos and hurls
abuses at him, calling him a coward. His exuberance is matched by his overbearing armor:
adornments, feathers, and bells giving a clang are followed by the “proud emblem” (ὑπέρφρον
σῆμα) of his shield: a fiery sky sparkling with stars and in its center the mightiest of them, “the
eye of the night”, a full moon. Eteocles is quick to mention that the glorious starry night on
Τydeus’ shield carries a foul prophecy for a foolish bearer: the darkness of the night will come
after him, exactly as the night falls upon a man’s eyes when he is dead. 177 In response to this
arrogance, Melanippus is chosen, a noble defender who “hates arrogance” and serves the throne
of Honor. 178 Not just honor, but also Δίκη, Justice herself, is sending Melanippus against
Tydeus, who, according to Eteocles should be defeated in order for justice to prevail. 179
Τhe second general in the Messenger’s description is Capaneus (vv. 423-436), a person
notorious for committing monumental hybris even against Zeus himself. Capaneus provides a
representative example in which hybris faces immediate nemesis: a warrior with superhuman
size and strength, who could be paralleled to Ajax in terms of his appearance and behavior. 180
The messenger notes that his arrogance is beyond imagination (v. 425: ὁ κόμπος δ᾽ οὐ κατ᾽
ἄνθρωπον φρονεῖ) and he threatens to destroy the city whether the gods wish it or not. 181

177

This is a common metaphor denoting death, frequently seen in Homer. Cf. Il. 13. 580: τὸν δὲ κατ' ὀφθαλμῶν
ἐρεβεννὴ νὺξ ἐκάλυψεν. In v.406 Eteocles uses the word ὕβρις in one of the two references of the word in the play.
178
vv. 409-410: μάλ᾽ εὐγενῆ τε καὶ τὸν Αἰσχύνης θρόνον / τιμῶντα καὶ στυγοῦνθ᾽ ὑπέρφρονας λόγους. The word
αἰσχύνη, carefully selected here, is a synonym to Dike, which follows next, acting as an opposite to hybris.
179
This is not the case, however, as Tydeus eventually manages to kill Melanippus, even though he is mortally
wounded himself. According to Apollodorus’ Anthology of Classical Myth (3.6), Tydeus enjoyed the protection of
Athena herself, who wished to make him immortal but held back from doing so after the Aetolian hero, in hybris,
devoured the brains of the defeated Melanippus.
180
But Ajax the Great did not directly insult Athena in such a profound way, even though he faced equal punishment.
181
vv. 427-31: θεοῦ τε γὰρ θέλοντος ἐκπέρσειν πόλιν / καὶ μὴ θέλοντός φησιν, οὐδὲ τὴν Διὸς / ἔριν πέδοι σκήψασαν
ἐμποδὼν σχεθεῖν. / τὰς δ᾽ ἀστραπάς τε καὶ κεραυνίους βολὰς / μεσημβρινοῖσι θάλπεσιν προσῄκασεν. Capaneus’
hybris reminds us of Salmoneus, the brother of Sisyphus: an arrogant and impious man, who demanded his people
worship him as the god Zeus, and went on to mimic and mock Zeus’ thunderbolts with bronze kettles.
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Capaneus goes on to say that even if Zeus himself strikes a thunderbolt at the earth before
his feet, not even this would be enough to stop him, then mocks the father of the gods by stating
that Zeus’ fire would make no more difference to him than the mid-day blazing sun. 182 Capaneus’
exuberant figure is supplemented by his shield, which depicts a man with a blazing torch and
reads “I will set this city on fire”. But instead of being terrified, Eteocles remarks that Capaneus’
arrogance after Tydeus is an advantage after another, noting that Zeus himself and Justice will
tame him. Assigning Polyphontes as his defender, Etecoles remarks that the blazing torch
depicted on his shield is a sign that Zeus’ fire will fall upon him.
The third champion marching against the city of Thebes is Eteoclus (Ἐτέοκλος) (vv. 457471). His name bears etymological similarity with Eteocles (Ἐτεοκλῆς) meaning the “truly
glorious”. According to some accounts, he is not included in the list of the Seven, and he is
replaced by king Adrastus, who organized the expedition. 183 Eteoclus is described as an
overbearing man, like the descriptions of the previous assailants. First of all, his horses are
frothing with eagerness for the attack, having a violent breath (v. 464: μυκτηροκόμποις
πνεύμασιν πληρούμενοι). 184 His hybris is traced on his shield, which depicts a man rushing up a
ladder against a tower, and reads “Even Ares cannot throw me from the tower!”. Megareus is
chosen by Eteocles to fight Eteoclus; his only boasting will be his arms and his bravery. The
Chorus remarks that Zeus νεμέτωρ (cf. νέμεσις) the avenger should fight against him, in an
apparent allusion to nemesis which will be a righteous response to this man’s hybris.

182

This monumental hybris, according to the existing tradition did not go unpunished, given that Zeus himself
punished Capaneus by striking him with a thunderbolt. Plenty accounts of this event appear in Greek literature. For
example, cf. Sophocles Antigone 133, Euripides Suppliants 983 ff., Apollodorus, 3.6.6–3.7.1, Philostratus Eikones
2.31. In Roman literature, Ovid refers to Capaneus twice, in the Metamorphoses, 9. 404 and in Ars Amatoria 3.21.
183
For example, in Euripides’ Phoenissae 1134ff, Eteoclus is not mentioned at all, and Adrastus is named as an
assailant. He is also not mentioned in Hyginus’ Fabulae 70ff, Statius’ Thebaid 4. 49ff, and Diodorus’ Library of
History 4.65 as an attacker of Thebes. Euripides refers to Eteoclus in his Suppliants 871-7 as a young but honorable
person.
184
Hybris in animals and especially in horses is a motif commonly appearing in literature, describing the
aggressive spirit. See Chapter 1 pp. 13-17 for a relevant analysis.
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Hippomedon is the fourth captain in the Messenger’s description (vv. 526-549). A tall,
gigantic, mighty warrior, who shouts out loud war cries. In a hubristic acts towards all the gods,
his shield depicts Typhon, the fire-breathing giant that haunted the Olympians themselves in the
Gigantomachy. 185 In another motif commonly appearing in the previous cases, Hippomedon’s
shield is covered with snakes, and Eteocles invokes the goddess Athena, mentioning that she
hates this hybris and will defeat him like a snake attacking her nestlings. This is the second
occasion after Tydeus that Eteocles uses the word ὕβριν (v. 501). Hyperbius is chosen as his
defender, who in an interesting observation has Zeus himself depicted on his shield, bearing a
thunderbolt in his hand, and Eteocles mentions that they are on the side of the victors, calling for
Zeus himself to defend the soldier against the exuberance of Typhon.
The fifth general marching against Thebes is Parthenopaios (vv. 526-549). Despite being
very young, and his name meaning the one “having the look of a woman” (< παρθένος + ὄψ i.e.
a very beautiful person,) Parthenopaios has a ruthless lust for war. 186 The Arcadian soon manages
to offend Zeus by stating that he will destroy the city of Cadmus whether Zeus wills it or not. He
praises his spear in insolence, stating that he trusts it more than the gods. His shield has an image
of the Sphinx devouring the Thebans, and as Eteocles says, this abhorrent monster will accept
the spears and arrows of the city. He assigns Actor against Parthenopaios, pleading to the gods
to punish the insolent boastings of the attackers. 187 As the Chorus remarks, the sacrilegious
threats and boasts call for direct punishment from the gods.

185

This monstrous serpentine giant, a son of Gaia and Tartarus according to Hesiod’s Theogony 820-822 challenged
Zeus for the rule of the cosmos. Pindar, in his Pythian 1.15-16 calls Typhon an “enemy of the gods”, and only Zeus
was finally able to defeat the monster. This is why the Chorus remarks that Typhon, equally hated by mortals and
immortals, will be defeated by Zeus. For the influence of Hesiod and Pindar in the works of Aeschylus, see Solmsen
(1949) and Schmidt (1981) respectively.
186
Other references to Parthenopaios in Attic tragedy are in Euripides’ Phoenissae 1154 and Suppliants 889ff.
Statius concludes the 9th book of his Thebaid with the aristeia and eventual death of Parthenopaios.
187
Vv. 550-1: εἰ γὰρ τύχοιεν ὧν φρονοῦσι πρὸς θεῶν, / αὐτοῖς ἐκείνοις ἀνοσίοις κομπάσμασιν.
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Overall, the description of the appearance and behavior of the first five assailants offers a
clear example of what punishable hubris looks like, and their fate is foretold by Eteocles: their
destruction will operate as a means of punishment or nemesis for their hybris. In some cases, it
would be reasonable to argue that the description of the first five generals is as if they were
provoking their own punishment. Their hybris is better understood on the grounds of their
multiple common characteristics: they all feature a gigantic and frightening appearance, with tall
and mighty bodies and loud voices, and they all wear glamorous armor, some of which are
engraved with hubristic mottos. They are seen boasting and defying the will of the gods directly,
by saying that they will sack the city whether the gods wish it or not. Last but not least, some of
them also insult the gods directly, like Capaneus, who not only defies but also insults Zeus. Zeus
himself, along with Dike, as agents of restoring the religious order and justice are expected to
aid their punishment, which is going to operate as nemesis on their profound hybris.
References to the elements of the tragic cycle in the Seven against Thebes are noteworthy
and will allow us to observe further instances of hybris, ate, nemesis and tisis. First, the notion
of hybris, in the sense of exuberance and overreaching has appeared multiple times in the play,
as analyzed above, especially in the description of the hubristic behavior of the assailants.
Various words have been used interchangeably, such as ὑπέρκομπον (v. 403) to denote the
exuberance of the assailants, alluding to their rightful defeat. Notably, κόμπος meaning
“boasting” is used by Eteocles and the messenger to describe the hybris of the assailants twelve
times. The word ὕβρις is used by Eteocles twice in the depiction of the attackers, which follows
a scheme portraying their exuberance, in a way that foretells their defeat as a righteous
punishment of this very arrogance. 188 This pattern has been followed in all previous cases
describing the assailants.
188

vv. 405: καὐτὸς καθ᾽ αὑτοῦ τήνδ᾽ ὕβριν μαντεύσεται, v. 502: πύλαισι γείτων, ἀνδρὸς ἐχθαίρουσ᾽ ὕβριν.
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Ate appears five times in the play, bearing the meaning of delusion and ruin. The Chorus
uses ate first, praying to the gods for the protection of the city by instilling in the assailants
delusion or panic that would make them throw their arms away (v. 315: ῥίψοπλον ἄταν).
Technically, this ate is going to follow the hybris of the generals, as seen above. Eteocles remarks
that the field of ate brings crops of thanatos (v. 601), and the Chorus later on in v. 688 will talk
about a δορίμαργος ἄτα, a delusion of spear-rage. The phrase alluding to death being the fruit of
ate appears again in the death of Eteocles and Polyneices. In the second semichorus of v. 957,
we see that the death of Eteocles and Polyneices are presented as a trophy of Ate, and the socalled Curses of the house, that could be understood as equivalent to the Furies, are releasing
triumphant cries. 189
The word nemesis and one derivative are seen to appear twice in this play, both times used
by the Chorus. 190 In v. 235 the word bears the meaning of resentment, hardship or umbrage.
Later, in v. 485, Ζεὺς νεμέτωρ is invoked by the Chorus to offer retribution for the sin of pride
displayed by the third assailant, Eteoclus. Equally, tisis and one of its derivatives appears twice
in the play. 191 This time, Eteocles is praying to Zeus addressing the gods, including Ara and
Erinys, the curse and Fury of his father, to let the polis of Thebes be, and defend it; for when a
city is doing well, it can also attribute tisis, in this case, “honor”, to the gods. 192 A derivative of
the verb τίνω is used in the description of Parthenopaios, the fifth assailant, by the catascopos:
as an Arcadian, he is paying back to Argos the due debt for his noble upbringing. 193

189

vv. 955-960: Ἀραὶ τὸν ὀξὺν νόμον, τετραμμένου / παντρόπῳ φυγᾷ γένους· / ἕστακε δ᾿ Ἄτας τρόπαιον ἐν πύλαις
/ ἐν αἷς ἐθείνοντο, καὶ δυοῖν κρατή- / σας ἔληξε δαίμων. In the same passage, Ismene mentions looking at the
deceased brothers that they were both possessed by the spirit of ate. v. 1001: ἰώ, δαιμονῶντες ἄτᾳ.
190
v. 235: τίς τάδε νέμεσις στυγεῖ;, v. 485: Ζεὺς νεμέτωρ ἐπίδοι κοταίνων.
191
v. 77: πόλις γὰρ εὖ πράσσουσα δαίμονας τίει, v. 548: μέτοικος, Ἄργει δ᾽ ἐκτίνων καλὰς τροφάς.
192
Here the word is seen in religious context, and the argument is casually seen in prayers asking for a city’s
protection: a devastated city cannot honor the gods properly. Cf. Euripides’ Troades 23ff where Poseidon is seen to
complain that a destroyed Troy poses no interest, since the smoke of sacrifices no longer arises from the temples.
193
v. 548: μέτοικος, Ἄργει δ᾿ ἐκτίνων καλὰς τροφάς.

85

4b. The case of Amphiaraos: the tragic cycle redefined.
After the hubristic appearance of the first five generals marching against the city of Thebes,
the audience would expect that the last two would follow this crescendo of characteristics. But
in a surprising twist, the sixth general comes in sharp contrast with the five previously mentioned,
being a pious and prudent person, who is only dragged in a hubristic behavior by his foul
comrades. This is the seer Amphiaraos (vv. 568-596), and in his case, we will observe that the
tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is seen to be redefined by Aeschylus, right after being
defined in the five previous cases. In this sense, Amphiaraos is also seen to face the tragic cycle
without having committed hybris, but in turn, by displaying its exact opposite.
In the very first verse of his description, the messenger mentions the word sophrosyne
describing the seer, calling him “ἄνδρα σωφρονέστατον”. Amphiaraos has a dispute with
Tydeus, and calls him a “great teacher of evil” and summoner of the Erinyes. 194 Τhe Messenger
transmits the speech of Amphiaraos in ten verses (vv. 580-589). Eventually, the wise seer
addresses Polyneices, calling on him once again to stop this insolence, and foretells his own
death, asking the gods to end his life in glory. In sharp contrast with the previous generals, he is
the only one who has a consciousness of his impending doom and does not ask for victory, only
for death in aristeia. Apart from the piety and prudence of Amphiaraos, his modest appearance
differentiates him from the other assailants. His shield has no lavish emblem in its center, and as
the Messenger remarks, he does not want to seem like a brave man but to actually be one. 195

194

The Erinyes are frequently seen together with hybris, punishing its eventual outcome. Helen is called a
νυμφόκλαυτος Ἐρινύς in Agamemnon 749 since she brought pain and ruin to the house, following a tragic cycle.
195
The central difference between appearance (φαίνεσθαι) and reality (εἶναι) is a central theme in Attic tragedy.
The Messenger notes that his fertile mind gives him a harvest of wisdom (vv. 593-4: βαθεῖαν ἄλοκα διὰ φρενὸς
καρπούμενος, / ἐξ ἧς τὰ κεδνὰ βλαστάνει βουλεύματα.). This comes in sharp contrast with v. 821 of the Persae,
where hybris is seen to bring a harvest of ate. In this play, notable is the reference to “the harvest of a brother’s
blood” in vv. 718: ἀλλ᾽ αὐτάδελφον αἷμα δρέψασθαι θέλεις;
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Amphiaraos enjoys the respect of Eteocles. In vv. 610-611 we observe a compilation of
positive traits attributed to him by the king of Thebes: he is a seer (μάντις), a wise man (σώφρων),
a just man (δίκαιος), a noble man (ἀγαθὸς), a god-fearing man (εὐσεβὴς); a great prophet and
interpreter of divine will (μέγας προφήτης). And yet, by joining hubristic and foul companions
he will join the same fate with them and face the wrath of Zeus himself.196 The piety and
sophrosyne of Amphiaraos make him an even greater threat to the city of Thebes than the
previously mentioned hubristic champions and creates a crescendo of virtue. The Messenger
ends his description by mentioning that a man who reveres the gods is a man to be feared.197
Eteocles is more careful to renounce Amphiaraos and foretell his doom. Death is the only
harvest that can be gathered from ate, he notes. 198 The word ate here is meant to describe a
delusion, a result of hybris which is nevertheless absent in the case of Amphiaraos. This ate,
soon bringing nemesis and tisis with the eventual harvest of thanatos signifies a neat case of the
redefinition of the tragic cycle in the Seven against Thebes. Even though the previous five
assailants matched the profile necessary for a complete tragic cycle, evil fate substitutes for
hybris in the case of Amphiaraos. By being “on the same ship” (v. 602) with insolent people, he
is creating himself a fate of doom in two ways: first, this evil companionship could result in
death directly, second, even if he avoids dying in battle, the gods themselves will deliver
punishment because of his god-despised acquaintances. Here, the net of fate and divine nemesis
do not distinguish between those who commit hybris and the one who does not.

196

Of course, this has not been always the case, since very frequently gods and humans were able to distinguish
between just and foul people before delivering punishment. For example, in the Odyssey, the fate of the comrades
of Odysseus is different from his own, even though they were “on the same ship” (cf. vv.602-604). Equally, in the
Mnesterophonia, Odysseus spares the minstrel Phemius and the herald Medon, who were unwilling participants in
the suitors' profligacy.
197
v. 596: “δεινὸς ὃς θεοὺς σέβει.”
198
v. 601: “ἄτης ἄρουρα θάνατον ἐκκαρπίζεται”. In v. 821 of the Persae, a similar phrase is utilized by Aeschylus,
where hybris is seen to bring a harvest of ate. (ὕβρις γὰρ ἐξανθοῦσ᾽ ἐκάρπωσεν στάχυν). But here, ate takes place
and “sprouts” -along with the remainder of the tragic cycle- without the presence of hybris.
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In the case of Amphiaraos, we see too the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, even
though the sequence of events is broken: Amphiaraos is not responsible for hybris but is bound
to pay for it because of his hubristic fellow-assailants (v. 598: δυσσεβεστέροις). From there,
Eteocles remarks, the “arable land” of ate is going to give death as its fruit. Amphiaraos is going
to have the same share in nemesis as if joining the same ship with men bound to perish (v. 604:
ὄλωλεν ἀνδρῶν ξὺν θεοπτύστῳ γένει,), and will equally face tisis, the punishment of the gods (v.
608: πληγαὶς θεοῦ μάστιγι παγκοίνῳ ᾿δάμη.) Eteocles places Lasthenes as a defender against
Amphiaraos, but still expresses the belief that the seer will not march against the city if he himself
believes in his own prophecies that are sent to him by Apollo.
This scene leads to the revelation of the seventh and last champion, who is -in another
emphatic crescendo- no other than Polyneices himself, bringing us closer to the final scene of
the play. 199 Polyneices has marched against Eteocles, his own brother, and similarly with the
previous assailants, the messenger describes Polyneices’ armor and the curses he hurls against
the city. Coming in contrast with the previously described Amphiaraos, where we had a clear
redefinition of the tragic cycle, in the case of Polyneices the presence or absence of his hybris
could be debated. The discussion is again about justice in v. 660ff, where Polyneices’ action to
march against his own brother is portrayed as an unjust deed, and both are victims of the inherited
sin and curse of the house of Laius, who, in disobedience to the oracle of Apollo, had
offspring. 200 Overall, in the Seven against Thebes, we were able to observe multiple cases where
the tragic cycle followed its expected route, in which the hybris of the assailants led to their
rightful punishment, with the only exception of Amphiaraos, where the sequence is redefined.

199
The authenticity of the closing scene of the Seven Against Thebes has been a matter of debate in scholarship.
For a relevant analysis, see Lloyd-Jones (1959) 80-115, Fraenkel (1964) 58-64, Dawe (1967) 16-28.
200
Three generations later this sin is avenged, with the mutual killing of Eteocles and Polyneices. As the Chorus
notes in v. 660ff: “The payment of an ancient curse is always heavy and its collector will not be sent away.”
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4c. The tragic cycle redefined in Aeschylus’ Seven against Thebes.
Following the analysis in this chapter, Aeschylus’ Seven against Thebes includes both
examples where the tragic cycle follows its expected route in the first five assailants, and the
emphatic case of Amphiaraos where the tragic cycle is broken or redefined. The first five
assailants are clearly displaying hybris, either via direct defiance of the gods, or through their
mighty and insulting attire, and their death is expected to operate as rightful nemesis according
to Etecolces, bringing the fulfillment of a rightful tragic cycle. Amphiaraos, however, a seer
defined by sophrosyne, justice, and modesty, does not display hybris, either in his behavior or in
his attire, but still undergoes the remaining tragic sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis, and in this case,
the tragic cycle is emphatically redefined. The events in this play can be seen as follows:

Τhe tragic cycle redefined in Aeschylus’ Seven against Thebes

A. The city of Thebes is seen traditionally in olbos and eutychia before the events of the tragedy.
1. *Absence of hybris in Amphiaraos’ case. This is substituted by the collective fate of the Seven.
2. Ate, the blindness of mind falls upon the assailants marching to their own doom.
3. Nemesis, the wrath of the gods is seen as the righteous punishment for their hubristic actions.
4. Tisis. Their death leads to the re-establishment of justice, with the exception of Amphiaraos.
A’. The city of Thebes and the family of Oedipus reach a state of dystychia.
89

5. Ambiguous cases of the Tragic Cycle in Aeschylus
5a. The case of the Persae: ὅταν σπεύδῃ τις αὐτός, χὠ θεὸς συνάπτεται.
Following the analysis of representative cases from the corpus of Aeschylus, where the
tragic cycle is redefined due to the replacement of hybris by divine intervention, in this section,
we will deal with some ambiguous or in-between cases that require further attention. In these
plays, although the tragic cycle follows its expected route, there are some notable peculiarities
where this sequence does not lead to the restoration of justice or religious order. In turn, in these
equivocal cases, the fulfillment of the tragic cycle occurs due to deliberately provoked hybris by
the gods themselves, the fulfillment of the sealed fate of the tragic heroes or is otherwise
disproportional in comparison to the committed hybris.
The first case that deserves our attention is one of the most characteristic plays where the
tragic cycle follows its expected route, the Persae. 201 The Persae is the oldest preserved tragedy
of Aeschylus (472 BCE), in which the poet allows us to discern a wide spectrum of the ethical
and religious beliefs of his era. Hybris in this play is seen to initiate a sequence of events that
leads Xerxes and the Persian army to destruction, which is treated as a rightful nemesis.
As such, the plot offers a representative example where the tragic cycle operates in its
expected route. However, as we are going to observe, there is a rather obscure element in this
sequence that deserves further analysis: this is the divine guile that not only leads to but also
encourages and even assists Xerxes in committing hybris, only in order to bring the fulfillment
of his tragic destiny and the empire’s destruction sooner.

201

For this analysis of selected parts of the Persae, see the commentary of Broadhead (1960), and the studies of
Deichgräber (1952) and Paduano (1978). For a discussion regarding the role of Zeus in this play, see WinningtonIngram (1973) 210-219. Interesting is the discussion of Lattimore (1943) 82-93 regarding the defeat of Xerxes seen
through the spectrum of Aeschylean tragedy.
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Xerxes I, the son of Darius the Great and Atossa, was the fourth King of Kings of the
Achaemenid Empire, ruling the Persian empire at its territorial apex between 486 and 465 BCE.
In analyzing the Persae, we have to acknowledge Herodotus’ influence, since the personality of
the king as it appears in the Histories sheds light on various aspects that preexisted his
misfortune. Aeschylus, as Herodotus in his Histories, frequently provides a metaphysical
explanation of the events that lead to the restoration of the cosmic and religious order. And when
evaluating Xerxes’ hybris and destruction, we have to keep in mind that initially, Xerxes was
not eager to wage war against Greece. 202 It was the superhuman intervention that urged him to
reverse his decision and march against Greece, a plan that, as the ghost of Darius remarks,
“brought more suffering to the kingdom than all of its previous kings combined” (vv. 785-6).
This play offers a characteristic example of a tragic hero who committed hybris but his
punishment took place only after the god augmented, aided, and assisted this very act of hybris.
Xerxes is frequently seen as a victim of a divine plan: falling in this delusion or ate, which is
seen as a divine trap or net, he initiates by himself the sequence of events that results in his own
destruction. Similarly, this leads to the fall of the Persians that commit hybris on multiple levels
and exhibit arrogance. Apart from their own exuberance, the violation of the delicate balance of
nature and the destruction of the altars of the Greek gods, add to the instances of hybris, rendering
their fall inevitable. Many elements of the plot offer strong indications and signals in advance of
the Persian defeat, such as the prophetic dream of Atossa, and the prophecies, statements and
advice of the ghost of Darius (vv. 719-842).

202

This is mentioned in the Histories of Herodotus 7.10ff. Xerxes had already announced his decision not to march
against Greece. Following the orders of this apparition in his sleep, Xerxes essentially became an instrument of the
god, by deciding to start the expedition against Greece in the first place. Of course, we are not in a position to
speculate what would have happened, had he chosen not to follow the advice in his sleep, but the warning of the
specter was clear: “he, who once was high, would be brought low (ibid. 7.17.2)” if he disobeyed these orders, a
message that could have various meanings, among which a potential loss of power, disgrace, or even death.
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Of course, the cases where Xerxes admittedly committed hybris himself are monumental,
such as the instances where he directs his anger not just at the engineers, who literally lost their
heads, but also at the Hellespont, deciding to punish the sea. After ordering the whipping of the
waters for three hundred times, shackles were dropped into them as a mark of enslavement.
Despite eccentricities like these, there were multiple instances where Herodotus portrays Xerxes
as a thoughtful leader, well aware of the mutability of the human fortune, and of the limitations
of human life. 203 But still, by attempting to chain the Hellespont, tame nature by stopping the
stream of Bosporus, and by altering the route of the stream thus creating a land-passage on the
sea, Xerxes committed hybris on multiple levels.
The ghost of Darius states that his son with his actions thought that he would be proven
superior to all the gods, including Poseidon (vv. 749-750: θνητὸς ὢν δὲ θεῶν τε πάντων ᾤετ᾿,
οὐκ εὐβουλίᾳ, / καὶ Ποσειδῶνος κρατήσειν.) It was clearly delusion, a mental disease (νόσος
φρενῶν), a blindness of mind matching the definition of ate, which according to Darius
possessed his son. To this arrogance, one has to add the immediate disrespect to the gods of
Greece, with the burning of the altars and the destruction of the temples. (vv.809ff.)
In one of the most famous passages associated with the tragic cycle, we read that “The
hybris that Xerxes committed “has blossomed, and has produced a crop of ate” in v. 821. Still,
the ghost states that he would have hoped for the upcoming punishment and the fulfillment of
the prophecies against his son to be postponed or delayed. Equally, he would hope that Xerxes’
upcoming punishment, nemesis and tisis would take place in some distant future. 204
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For example, in the Histories 7.44-46, Xerxes shows a deep understanding of the limitations of human life.
The postponement of the fulfillment of a prophecy or predetermined punishment by the oracle is not new. In the
case of Croesus described in Herodotus’ Histories (1.91.1ff) the oracle states that Apollo has managed to postpone
the punishment of the king, who was paying for the debt of his fifth ancestor, Gyges. But even the god himself was
unable to revert the evil fate of Croesus.
204
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But Darius observes: “When one rushes to his own doom, the god will lend him a helping
hand.” 205 This is a staggering observation, meaning that the man, on his road to destruction,
finds the god’s eager assistance to destroy himself sooner. Zeus is already seen multiple times in
the play punishing the arrogant, and reestablishing justice and cosmic order. However, the
thought of a god who expedites and even assists one’s path to hybris so as to deliver punishment
an hour sooner is obscure and allows us to observe an equivocal case of the tragic cycle.206 The
verb συνάπτομαι here means more than “help” or “assist”: it bears a rather emphatic meaning of
cooperation and complicity with the hubristic action. Zeus, then, is not only “κολαστὴς τῶν
ὑπερκόμπων ἄγαν φρονημάτων” (vv. 827-8) but also the one creating them.
The textual references to the elements of the tragic cycle in the Persians are of particular
interest. First, the word ὕβρις appears fewer times than expected for a play devoted per se to the
concept of hybris and its actual punishment. The ghost of Darius uses the word twice within just
fifteen verses, in passages already analyzed, referring to the outrage and exuberance of the
Persian army and above everyone, of his own son. 207 The word ate and its derivatives appear
five or so times in the play, and the term does not only bear the meaning of ruin, but rather the
delusion which operates as an element of the tragic cycle. Very early in the tragedy, Darius
mentions that mortals are unable to escape the guileful deception of the gods. The word used to
describe this term in v. 114 is a derivative of ate, the word ἀπάτη, and five verses later, ate is
seen as the inescapable force which begins by fawning on a man in a friendly way. 208 This apate
is a prime tool of the gods that traps humans and leads them to punishment (vv. 11-113).
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v. 742: ἀλλ᾿, ὅταν σπεύδῃ τις αὐτός, χὠ θεὸς συνάπτεται.
Following this thought it would not be an exaggeration to state that the gods, by assisting and augmenting Xerxe’s
hybris, only in an attempt to accelerate his punishment, show a hybristic behavior themselves.
207
v. 808: ὕβρεως ἄποινα κἀθέων φρονημάτων, vv. 821-822: ὕβρις γὰρ ἐξανθοῦσ᾽ ἐκάρπωσεν στάχυν / ἄτης, ὅθεν
πάγκλαυτον ἐξαμᾷ θέρος.
208
v. 114: δολόμητιν δ᾿ ἀπάταν θεοῦ, v. 99 (or v. 113): βροτὸν εἰς ἀρκύστατ᾿ Ἄτα. After v. 92, LOEB prints v. 102.
Here we have transposition of verses 93-101 by Müller after the third strophe, to follow v. 113.
206
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Both the context alluding to the tragic cycle, and the previous reference to delusion or
blindness of mind with the word ἀπάτη indicate that we should exercise caution when translating
“Ate” as Ruin in this case. I suggest that the word be translated as either Ate or Delusion in these
verses. The remaining three references to the word ate are describing the ruin of war, and
destruction, with less significance to the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. 209 Nέμεσις and
τίσις do not appear in the play, but still do operate as major elements of the plot, associated with
the punishment of Xerxes’ hybris. In a very intense scene in vv. 908-917, which was foretold by
the ghost of Darius since the beginning of the play, Xerxes himself observes that the retribution
and wrath of the gods led to his destruction. Despite the might of the Persian army and navy and
his allies, a decisive reversal of all these has taken place by the gods (v. 905: ἀμφιλόγως
θεότρεπτα), and now Xerxes is seen entering the scene alone, on foot, with his royal robes in
rags. 210 This abrupt plot twist brings the fulfillment of the tragic cycle and Xerxes to a state of
dystychia, at the same time providing an emphatic indication that the victory of Greece and the
defeat of the Persians was a means of divine retribution.211
The Persae offers an equivocal example of the tragic cycle, despite the fact that the
sequence of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis operates in an exemplary way. Zeus, who frequently acts as
an administrator of justice, is seen here as an agent of punishment, who accelerates the doom of
a hybristic person by superficially aiding their wrongdoing. The “helping hand” that the god
provides to the person who rushes to their own doom, in order to bring their destruction sooner,
casts doubt on their role altogether and alleviates a part of Xerxe’s committed hybris.
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v. 653: πολεμοφθόροισιν ἄταις, v. 1007: διαπρέπον, οἷον δέδορκεν Ἄτα, v. 1037: φίλων ἄταισι ποντίαισιν.
For the appearance of Xerxes entering from afar and the stagecraft in this scene, see Taplin (1977) 123ff.
211
Here the dystychia of Xerxes is portrayed in a threefold way: first, by calling himself miserable (δύστηνος),
second, by stating that the god has literally stepped on the Persian race (δαίμων ἐνέβη Περσῶν γενεᾷ), and third, by
wishing that Zeus had determined his fate to die together with the men who have fallen in battle (vv. 815-817). The
observation of Xerxes that death would fit him better signifies the ultimate point of dystychia.
210
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5b. Prometheus bound: philanthropos hybris and the cosmic order.
The case of Prometheus Bound prima facie offers a concrete example where the tragic
cycle operates properly, this time not in the realm of humans but in the sphere of the gods. By
providing the gift of fire to mankind, Prometheus committed hybris against the will of Zeus. The
evolution of humans due to the gift of fire is set to infringe the order of the cosmos: through his
philanthropos hybris, which is followed by relentless punishment, Prometheus introduces a new
era for the gods and mankind. The play poses many challenges, first, because the absence of the
two remaining plays of the trilogy Prometheus Unbound and Prometheus Pyrphoros hinders our
complete understanding of the plot including its λύσις in Aristotelian terms, and second because
its very authorship has been disputed. 212 In our analysis, we will outline how the tragic cycle of
hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is apparent in this play but operates in an ambiguous way. 213
In this play, Zeus is an off-stage character, who is perceived as a relentless leader, coming
in sharp contrast with the just father of the gods seen in the Oresteia. Very early in the tragedy,
Prometheus blames the ingratitude of the gods for all the positive actions he had done for
humans, in the so-called “catalog of the arts” (vv. 447-506). Other themes are apparent, such as
the difference between ancient deities and the new order of justice, along with the concept of
fate. Prometheus foretells his own fate, that one day he will be unchained due to the divine
intervention of Ἀνάγκη, who is much superior to the gods. 214 The core of Prometheus bound is
based on a constant struggle against authoritative power, which in this case is represented by
Zeus, and Aeschylus casts doubt and skepticism on this kind of cosmic order.
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On the authorship of Prometheus Bound, see Dodds, (1973) 26-44, Griffith (1978) 105-139, West (1979) 130148. Equally important are the studies of Griffith (1977) and Herington (1970) on the authorship of the play.
213
For this analysis of selected parts of Prometheus Bound, see the commentaries of Thomson (1979), and Griffith
(1983), and the detailed literary commentary of Conacher (1980).
214
Ananke was frequently regarded as superior to the Olympian gods, and appears to be the mother of the three
fates, Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos. Cf. Plato’s Republic 617c. Alcman in Fr. 5 connects Ananke with cosmic
order.
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The textual references to hybris refer to the violation of the titan against the cosmic order
provided by Zeus. 215 Very early in the play, Kratos is seen explaining that the titan committed
ὕβριν by robbing the gods of their own attributes and delivering them to humans (v. 82ff), which
is the first clear indication that the titan’s action and its consequences classified it as hybris. In
another very interesting case, we see a different use of the word, this time describing a river
flowing from Caucasus. The river is called Hybristes, and in the same verse, we read that this
name is not inapt (οὐ ψευδώνυμον), apparently referring to its violence and exuberance. In this
way, Prometheus describes its dangers and he advises against crossing it. 216
Hermes, in his discussion with Prometheus, will state that it was this arrogant behavior (v.
964: αὐθαδίσμασιν), that is to blame for his current trouble. The titan responds that this is exactly
how one should insult (hybrizein) the insolent (tous hybrizontas). 217 Following this argument,
the philanthropos hybris of the titan is according to his own statement the only reasonable
response to the hybris of the gods, i.e. of Zeus, who shows insolence by exercising tyrannical
authority. 218 It is particularly noteworthy that in this case, hybris is confronted by hybris, as this
has been the case in multiple plays where one’s exuberance is met with an even more exuberant
punishment. The word ate appears four times in the tragedy, bearing the meaning of destruction
and ruin. 219 On two occasions, the word is seen together with sea metaphors, in v. 764 as “the
ruinous griefs of a stormy sea”, and in v. 886 as “the hateful waves of ruin”. This reference is
potentially connected to the Chorus, addressing the Ocean Nymphs. 220

215

v. 82: ἐνταῦθα νῦν ὕβριζε καὶ θεῶν γέρα.
vv. 717: ἥξεις δ᾿ Ὑβριστὴν ποταμὸν οὐ ψευδώνυμον. Later, in vv. 721-722, we read an artistic metaphor
regarding the high peaks of the mountains that are “neighboring the stars” (ἀστρογείτονας κορυφάς).
217
v. 970: οὕτως ὑβρίζειν τοὺς ὑβρίζοντας χρεών.
218
Prometheus’ hybris is his love for mankind, and as a “rebel with conscience” he is punished for a willful crime.
219
v. 746: δυσχείμερόν γε πέλαγος ἀτηρᾶς δύης, v. 886: στυγνῆς πρὸς κύμασιν ἄτης, v. 1072: μηδὲ πρὸς ἄτης
θηραθεῖσαι, v. 1078: εἰς ἀπέρατον δίκτυον ἄτης.
220
The word ate is seen in other plays of Aeschylus associated along with various sea-metaphors, but here it is even
more important to keep in mind the Cf. Suppliants 470: ἄτης δ' ἄβυσσον πέλαγος.
216
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Even though the word nemesis does not appear in this play, the derivatives of the word
operate in connection with the father of the gods. Zeus is not just an agent and instigator of
nemesis but is seen twice as the νέμων himself: first, by assigning to the gods their privileges,
and more importantly, by being the disposer of all things. 221 The notion of tisis, as expected,
appears in connection with the punishment of Prometheus, who describes his situation as paying
this penalty, tied in these bonds under the open sky. 222 This reference to tisis coincides with the
fulfillment of the tragic cycle, which appears throughout the play as a punishment for the
philanthropos hybris of the titan.
Overall, in the case of Prometheus Bound we observe that hybris operates as an opposite
to Zeus’ often tyrannical cosmos, which is an equivocal example of the tragic cycle. Whether
Prometheus committed hybris by his actions could be a matter of debate: the titan is seen as the
personification of reason and wisdom, the direct opposites of exuberance, and what is more, he
is an immortal taking the side of humans, beings inferior to his own nature. In addition, as it has
been evident in many plays of Aeschylus and the other Attic tragedians, such as Euripides’
Bacchae, the gods frequently commit actions that match the definition of hybris and yet remain
unpunished. The occasion where a god is punished for showing protection or favor to mortals by
another god is very rare in Attic tragedy. 223 What remains uncertain, is how the eventual outcome
of the lost trilogy would bring the λύσις, in a final reconciliation of Prometheus with Zeus. 224
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v. 229: καθέζετ', εὐθὺς δαίμοσιν νέμει γέρα, vv. 528-529: μηδάμ' ὁ πάντα νέμων / θεῖτ' ἐμᾷ γνώμᾳ κράτος
ἀντίπαλον Ζεύς.
222
vv. 112-113: τοιῶνδε ποινὰς ἀμπλακημάτων τίνω / ὑπαίθριος δεσμοῖς πεπασσαλευμένος.
223
For example, in Euripides’ Hippolytus, Artemis will not disobey Zeus in going against the will of another
goddess, Aphrodite, and thus cannot offer any help to the dying hero.
224
In the fragments of Προμηθεὺς Πυρφόρος, Prometheus is seen to warn Zeus against having a son with the seanymph Thetis, as she is fated to give birth to a son greater than the father. After this revelation, Zeus is grateful and
reconciles with Prometheus. In Aeschylean Fragment 128 preserved in Athenaeus (Deipnosophists XV 16 674D)
we read that after Zeus had freed Prometheus from his bonds, the Titan agreed to wear a garland as a symbolic
punishment for his theft of fire. Athenaeus also preserves that the Carian custom of wearing garlands originates
from this story, where the garlands are a representation of the chains once worn by the titan.
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5c. A note on the case of the Suppliants: hybris as lust.
The Suppliants is one of the few plays of Aeschylus that ends happily and has frequently
been characterized as a melodrama, rather than a tragedy. The main theme of the play refers to
the desire of the sons of Aegyptus to marry the daughters of Danaos, whether they wish to or
not. 225 In spite of the fact that the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis does not appear at all
in this play, it is worth mentioning that the word hybris and its derivatives appears more than ten
times. Ὕβρις here is used with a meaning quite different than the other plays of Aeschylus,
operating as a synonym of “lust”, in order to describe the outrage of the sons of Aegyptus and
their insult against the Danaides. This observation has been used as evidence by scholars arguing
against the religious meaning of hybris in Aeschylus and in general, based on the statistical
observation that the majority of uses of the word bear the meaning of lust. 226
Statistically and numerically, as MacDowell (1976) 17ff points out, the most frequent sense
of hybris in Aeschylus is “lust”. But the fact that cases of hybris meaning “disrespect towards
the divine” are numerically less does not deem them unimportant; on the contrary, these
references are cornerstones for understanding the sequence of events that lead a tragic hero to
destruction. This statistical observation does not represent many other instances where the term
describes a sin that is not only committed against the gods but also is punished by them harshly.
Given the above, the tragic cycle in Greek tragedy includes cases where ὕβρις not only has
apparent victims, such as an insulting deity but also when with the pretense of hybris, the heroes
occasionally appear as victims of divine wrongdoing themselves. 227
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Important commentary works on the Suppliants are the studies of Vürtheim (1928), Friis Johansen - Whittle
(1980) in three volumes and Sandin (2003) for a commentary of vv. 1-523. Winnington-Ingram (1961) 141-152 and
the study of Garvie (1969) offer an overview of the Suppliants as part of the Danaid trilogy.
226
For example, MacDowell (1976) 17ff. Also see Fisher (1976) 186 on this account.
227
Cases of potential hybris committed by the gods appear in Euripides’ Hippolytus 446, Ion 506, and Bac. 9. 616.
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Focusing primarily on the number of textual references in order to decide the most
prominent use of a word is questionable methodology: MacDowell’s observation that hybris in
Aeschylus means “lust”, is based on the Suppliants, where the Danaids refer ten times to the lust
of the sons of Aegyptus. This observation is statistically important, but yet inconclusive. 228 Even
if these are the majority of the references in Aeschylus, they are merely extracted from one play
and do not provide enough evidence that this is actually the most prevalent meaning of hybris in
Aeschylus or in Attic tragedy. For example, in the remaining six plays of Aeschylus and in
fragments, the term frequently bears the meaning of arrogance and exuberance, as the primary
reason for the initiation of the tragic cycle.
The word ate appears five times in this play with the meaning of delusion and ruin. 229
Beautiful compounds and phrases of significant poetic importance appear in connection with ate,
such as ἄτης δ' ἄβυσσον πέλαγος (v. 470) and ate μελανόζυγος (v. 530). Notably, in v. 850 ate
appears five verses after the reference to hybris, but the text is widely corrupted. An important
reference to nemesis appears in the name of Zeus by the Chorus in vv. 403-404, who is presented
as ἑτερορρεπής, offering retribution in both directions and ready to lean either way: either νέμων
punishment to the wicked or reward to the just. The word τίσις does not appear in the Suppliants.
Summing up, while this play does not provide significant evidence related to the tragic cycle of
hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, it still offers an interesting discussion regarding the nature of the word
hybris and its uses, providing important evidence that urges us to exercise caution when referring
to the term by only acknowledging its religious meaning.
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The word hybris and its derivatives in Suppliants is seen as follows: v. 30: ἑσμὸν ὑβριστὴν Αἰγυπτογενῆ, v. 81:
ὕβριν δ' ἐτύμως στυγοῦντες, v. 104: ἰδέσθω δ' εἰς ὕβριν, v. 426: γνῶθι δ' ὕβριν ἀνέρων, v. 487: ὕβριν μὲν ἐχθήρειεν
ἄρσενος στόλου, v. 528: ἄλευσον ἀνδρῶν ὕβριν εὖ στυγήσας, v. 817: †γένος γὰρ Αἰγύπτιον ὕβριν, v. 845: δεσποσίῳ
ξὺν ὕβρει, vv. 880-1: Νεῖλος, ὑβρίζοντά σ' ἀποτρέ- / ψειεν ἄιστον ὕβριν.
229
v. 164: κοννῶ δ' ἄταν, v. 446: ἄτης γε μείζω, καὶ μετεμπλήσαι γόμον., v. 470: ἄτης δ' ἄβυσσον πέλαγος οὐ μάλ'
εὔπορον, v. 530τὰν μελανόζυγ' ἄταν., v. 850: †ἴχαρ φρενί τ' ἄταν.
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5d. Aeschylean Fragments: indications of complete and redefined tragic cycles.
From the seventy or so plays attributed to Aeschylus by Suda, only seven have been
preserved to us. Even if an estimated 80% of the Aeschylean plays have been lost, there are still
some fragments that allow us to reach an understanding of verses or plots, where the tragic cycle
of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is present.230 In the selected fragmentary lines and plots analyzed
below, the theme of hybris is either present or its outcomes are outlined in the preserved verses.
Zeus, Dike and other deities are naturally seen to punish hybris, seen as a form of exuberance.
Even though the verses are scarce and the details of many of the plots remain unknown, there
are still fragments that provide sound evidence for the presence and occasional redefinition of
the tragic cycle and will be analyzed in this section.
Of all preserved fragments, the most noteworthy for this research is Fr. 277 of Niobe. The
background of the story is well-known and goes back to the time when Niobe boasted that she
had more children than Leto, the mother of Apollo and Artemis. As a means of punishment for
her insolence, Apollo and Artemis slew all seven sons and seven daughters of Niobe. During
most of the play, Niobe sits on stage mourning silently for the loss of her children and her
luckless marriage, for which her father Tantalus was responsible. The fragment mentions that
“A god causes a fault to grow in mortals when he is minded utterly to ruin their estate.”
Nevertheless, mortals must still abstain from insolent “rash words” against the gods, by carefully
embracing the prosperity granted to them: because the greater their prosperity, the more serious
the danger of losing it is, thus destroying their own fortune.231
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For a two-volume selection of the fragments with translation, introductions, and comments, see Collard et al.
(1995, 2005). Webster (1967) 316ff offers a reconstruction of the anticipated plots of some of these plays. Analysis
of verses, critical apparatus and commentary of the Euripidean Fragments cited in this section is offered in the works
of Von Arnim (1913), Snell (1964), Austin (1968), and Seeck (1981).
231
vv. 15-16: θεὸς μὲν αἰτίαν φύει βροτοῖς, / ὅταν κακῶσαι δῶμα παμπήδην θέλῃ. Vv, 18-21 are widely corrupted
but this is the widely accepted meaning of the remains. See Kopff (1997) for a relevant analysis.
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In the fragment of Niobe, we observe many important elements associated with the tragic
cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. First, a pre-existing situation of prosperity (i.e. olbos) precedes
the events associated with the tragic sequence. But as seen in the case of Xerxes in the Persae,
in Niobe we observe a god who provokes the sin, and literally “causes a fault to grow”, in order
to ruin an estate. The concept of a deity deliberately provoking hybris in order to deliver nemesis
and cause ruin, is by itself a case where the tragic cycle is redefined, given that both the intention
and the outcome of this process do not lead to the administration of justice. A detailed reference
to Dike appears in Fr. 282 of an unknown play. 232 In the stichomythia with the Chorus, Dike
presents herself as the πάρεδρος of Zeus, who rewards the just and makes a note of the unjust
people on the god’s tablets, who will deliver punishment when the time arrives. 233
Other noteworthy fragments include Fr. 7 describing the death of Capaneus who was struck
by Zeus’ thunderbolt due to his hybris and disrespect towards the gods. 234 The Chorus or his
wife Evadne mourn over the body of the hero, who is burnt after being hit by Zeus, an event
which was foretold in Seven against Thebes 444ff by Eteocles. Similarly, the monumental hybris
of Ixion is described in Fr. 45 and 182. 235 The passage of Athenaeus reads that “anon the long
flute swallows up the half-holed” referring to the hybris of Ixion against Hera and Zeus. This sin
was so monumental that by far surpassed the shedding of kindred blood, and made the murder
of his father-in-law appear much less important. Zeus, as a “gracious avenger” (cf. Fr. 92),
showed compassion to Ixion, not only by purifying him of the bloodshed but also by taking him
to Olympus, where he conceived a passion for Hera. As punishment, Zeus condemned him to
everlasting torment, bounding him on an eternally whirling wheel.
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Fr. 148 and 251 are also important in the discussion of Dike, referring to divine justice in the afterlife.
The idea that Dike rules by the side of Zeus, sitting by his side already appears in Hesiod’s Works and days 259.
234
Etymologicum Magnum 341. 5, Lexicon Sabbaïticum 21.
235
Diodorus of Sicily, Historical Library 4. 69. 3, and Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 4. 79. 182C.
233
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The theme of disrespect to the gods and punishment is seen in the fragments of the
Xantriae. The plot of this play most likely coincided with Euripides’ Bacchae, as seen from the
preserved summary and Fr. 84-85, while its connection with the redefinition of the tragic cycle
will be extensively analyzed in the following Chapter 4. The Xantriae are the mother and aunts
of Pentheus, who ξαίνουσι (tear down) the body of the king after he repeatedly disrespects the
cult of Dionysus. Last but not least, noteworthy is the hybris of Phaethon, the son of the sun-god
Helios, whose exuberance in driving the chariot of his father endangered the Earth and threatened
the burning of the planet. His punishment by Zeus, who hurled a thunderbolt at him, and the
mourning of his sisters is described in The daughters of Helios (or Heliades) in Fr. 172, 177,
185. In turn, in Fr. 128 we read of a lighter punishment by Zeus of the hybris of Prometheus,
who brought fire to humans, by only imposing to the titan the wearing of a symbolic garland.
Summing up, while the preserved fragments of Aeschylus do not show concrete evidence
of the redefinition of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, they still offer valuable
references to the punishment that follows hybris, and to the idea of divine justice. In some plays,
such as in the case of Niobe, the punishment of hybris is disproportionate to the committed crime.
Similarly, the idea of dike is frequently obscure, not only in cases where it is delivered much
later than the wrong committed (cf. Fr.251: “Zeus looked late into his book”, talking about the
delayed punishment of the wicked) but also on instances where the gods themselves “plant a
fault in mortals”, when they wish to destroy a house utterly (cf. Niobe). Taking into account
cases like this, it becomes evident that very frequently the administration of justice and the
initiation of the tragic cycle do not operate as a means towards the restoration of justice or
religious order. In this sense, the fragments discussed above offer noteworthy equivocal cases of
the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis.
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6. Conclusion
The tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis operates as a major element of the plot in
Aeschylean tragedies. In the majority of cases in the seven preserved plays of Aeschylus, the
tragic cycle is seen to follow its anticipated route. As expected, the hybris of the tragic heroes
leads to ate, and from there to nemesis and tisis. This is the case in the Persae, Prometheus
bound, Seven against Thebes, and the fragments of Niobe, among others, where a sin of pride or
profound wrongdoing is going to initiate the tragic sequence of events upon tragic heroes, with
destructive results. However, in some noteworthy cases, such as in the Oresteia and in the case
of Amphiaraos in the Seven against Thebes, the tragic cycle is redefined due to the absence of
hybris, by heroes who undergo the remaining sequence by facing ate-nemesis-tisis.
In the majority of cases where we encounter a redefinition of the tragic cycle in Aeschylus,
we observe that a careful “definition” of the sequence preceded. Both in the three plays of the
Oresteia and in the Seven against Thebes, a detailed definition of the tragic cycle came before
its redefinition. This unique event leads to an even more emphatic breaking of the tragic cycle
and is seen as an important statement of the poet. The effect of the tragic cycle on the
development of the plot is also apparent, and mortals are unable to escape its devastating
consequences even though they cannot be held responsible for hybris. The extensive punishment
of Agamemnon with a “technically-induced” hybris, along with the deceiving oracle of Apollo,
which redefines the tragic cycle and defines the lives of Electra and Orestes, are sound examples
of cases where the poet deliberately reforms the events leading tragic heroes to misfortune. In
the Seven against Thebes, we observed a very rare example of how the tragic cycle could be both
operating normally, as seen in the case of the first five generals marching against Thebes, and
emphatically redefined in the same play, as in the case of the pious and sophron Amphiaraos.
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Interesting deviations of the sequence are also observed in plays where the tragic cycle
follows precisely its expected route. In the Persae, the god is seen to “assist” the actions of
hybris, as per the observation of the ghost of Darius, only in order to bring destruction sooner.
The concept of a deity provoking the very actions that are later going to punish is a revolutionary
statement from a poet like Aeschylus, who is generally considered “pious”. In Prometheus
Bound, going against the will of Zeus is a serious violation of the cosmos, and induces a
punishment due to hybris, as described at the very beginning of the play. But the punishment,
for one, does not fit the crime, being immensely severe, and the crime itself does not fit the
definition of hybris as seen in the majority of Aeschylean tragedies. The ambiguity of this
particular case is articulated even further by the fact that Prometheus, a titan himself, is punished
for hybris committed against the gods, in order to benefit the mortals.
In the case of the Suppliants, the tragic cycle was not observed at all, but the play per se
offers very important evidence against the strictly religious meaning of the word hybris. The
term is used merely as “lust”, and the preserved references in it outnumber those in other plays
of the poet, technically making it possible for one to argue that hybris in Aeschylus means
“jeer”. 236 However, as already discussed, this statistical observation should not be misleading:
the uniqueness of the use of hybris in the Suppliants is better articulated by the fact that the word
does not appear with this use in any other play, and also given that hybris bears a religious
meaning in its other references and as an element of the plot. With the exception of the
Suppliants, hybris is seen to operate as a serious violation of human, natural, or divine law in the
majority of cases discussed: an exuberance or overestimation of one’s abilities that frequently
coincides with the sin of pride which initiates the tragic cycle, leading to dystychia.

236

This is, among others, the view of MacDowell (1976) 22ff and Fisher (1976) 186ff.
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The interrelated mythological and historical figures appearing in the plays of Aeschylus
make the instances where the tragic cycle is seen as a plot element even more important,
frequently leading to etiological conclusions regarding historical events that were contemporary
to the Athenian audience. Easterling-Knox (1985) 283 explain eloquently the sometimes
surprising transition of Aeschylus from historical figures, such as Xerxes, to mythological heroes
such as Achilles, stating that we should not misunderstand “the twin facts that the Greeks
regarded myth as history and that Aeschylus treated history as myth.” What remains certain is
that both mythological and historical events become interrelated in a unique way in the plays of
Aeschylus, allowing us to observe the cases where the sequence follows its expected route,
equivocal cases, or even cases where it is redefined from a multi-level perspective.
Summing up, after the analysis of the Aeschylean tragedies, we can reach the conclusion
that hybris is not always the reason why ate, the blindness of mind, nemesis, the vengeance of
the gods, and tisis, the punishment of the hero, occur. Frequently it is neither the lack of
sophrosyne nor a hero's wrongdoing, responsible for their destruction. Aeschylus is seen to
redefine the tragic cycle right after carefully defining it in an attempt to show that much more
complex forces operate in the lives of humans, such as divine will, necessity or predetermined
fate, driving them to paths that would have otherwise remained unexplored. The will of the gods,
as seen in the case of the Libation Bearers and Eumenides is able to substitute for the sins of
humans and initiate the chain of events that lead mortals to destruction. The redefinition of the
tragic cycle is a revolutionary element of the plot and a strong statement by a poet who respects
the path of the existing mythological tradition and is contemporary to major historical events of
his era. The tragedian is often able to philosophize regarding the inescapable forces, righteous
or not, that define human fate and extend beyond the administration of justice.
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Chapter 3: The redefinition of the Tragic Cycle in Sophocles.
1. Introduction
Sophocles was the most successful tragedian of his time, after winning the first prize for
more than two-thirds of his plays and never being placed lower than second. 237 Named “the Bee”
for his “honeyed” writing, Sophocles’ γλυκύτης was understood as a sweetness stemming from
his eloquence and charming style. 238 Spending his long life between two wars in the 5th century
BCE, the playwright was born around 496 BCE before the first Persian war, and died in the last
years of the Peloponnesian war, around 406 BCE. Sophocles is described by his contemporaries
with a multitude of favorable characteristics, as handsome, noble, brave, patriotic and pious. His
poetic successes classified him as the most successful and potentially the most popular tragedian
of his time: considered a canonical writer, Sophocles was treated as an example of what Attic
tragedy has to be by Aristotle, and he is often seen as a symbol of classical writing. 239
The style of Sophocles is characterized by nobility and perfection of the form. The diverse
spectrum of the themes, the vivid images that define his writing, and the complexity of the
meanings communicated in his plays are expressed via a vocabulary reminiscent of the grandeur
of Aeschylus. 240 The communication of Sophocles with Euripides is also evident, not only due
to the common passages appearing in their plays, 241 but also since the two should have competed
together in festivals for more than half a century. It is noteworthy that Sophocles participated in
his first context around 468 BCE, where he won a victory over Aeschylus.
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Some of the most important general studies in Sophocles are found in the works of von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff
(1917), Bowra (1944), Reinhardt (1947), Waldock (1951), Whitman (1951), Kirkwood (1958), Diller et al. (1963),
Maddalena (1963), Perrotta (1963), Knox (1964), Torrance (1965) 269-327, Woodard (1966), Diller (1967),
Webster (1969), Schadewaldt (1970) 369-434, Gellie (1972), Ingram (1980), Machin (1981), Segal (1981).
238
Even Aristophanes, who was relatively keen on criticizing the tragedians treated him favorably, stating that his
mouth was smeared with honey. Cf. Vita Sophoclis 22: στόμα αὐτοῦ μέλιτι κεχρισμένον ἦν.
239
In the Poetics 1454b6ff., Aristotle uses Oedipus the King as a model to discuss the genre of tragedy.
240
For a detailed analysis in Sophocles’ style, see the book of Earp (1944).
241
For example, see Sophocles’ Trachiniae 899ff and Euripides’ Alcestis 157ff.
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Sophocles’ influence on ancient Greek drama has been crucial. According to Aristotle, he
introduced the third actor, and he raised the number of the Chorus from twelve to fifteen men. 242
These innovations brought considerable changes, for one, because the Chorus in Sophocles did
not operate as a dramatic persona but mostly commented on events related to the progress of the
action. Together with these innovations, Sophocles further reduced the lines of the Chorus and
increased the dialogue scenes, resulting in more complex scenes. In the same passage of his
Poetics, Aristotle attributes to Sophocles the introduction of the skenographia. 243 It is
challenging to determine what the word σκηνογραφία meant, but the term should have been
associated with the painting and decoration of the panel of the stage, which would create the
impression of a scenery in which the play would take place. Suda mentions that he was the first
to present plays on different subjects at the same contest instead of connected trilogies. 244
Through his writing, Sophocles communicated very delicate notions that define human
morality and existence, such as tragic irony, peripeteia, recognition, and the staggering
difference between appearance (φαίνεσθαι) and reality (εἶναι). These notions are associated with
the problem of moral order in the works of Sophocles, and he identifies the deeper motives
behind actions, along with the internal characteristics of the heroes responsible for them.
Even though he respected the religious system of Athens and his piety is well attested,
Sophocles did not practice the metaphysical speculation of Aeschylus, and he did not
philosophize in the depth of Euripides on the differences between the mythological tradition and
the moral values of his era. What remains certain is that the impact of his work on the genre of
the tragedy was decisive.

242

Poetics 1449a18.
On the stagecraft and the role of the Chorus in Sophocles, see Seale (1982) and Burton (1980) respectively. Long
(1968) discusses the language of Sophocles, and Moorhouse (1982) analyzes the syntax in his plays.
244
But this information should be treated with caution given that Aeschylus also presented plays that were not
connected to a trilogy as early as the Persae in 472 BCE.
243
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The presence of the gods and divine law in the works of Sophocles is seen as a sound
response to the ephemeral nature of humans. Divine justice, albeit incomprehensible, is actively
present in his plays. The Sophoclean characters, while unlike the majestic heroes of Aeschylus
are still beyond the ordinary humans of the Euripidean tragedy. Sophoclean heroes are braver
than the average human and their might is based on the understanding that they perform their
designated duty against all the odds, even against divine authority. Although in their idealism
they are frequently victims of the invisible and inescapable net of faith, they are still seen
exercising their free will and bearing responsibility for their actions. According to Aristotle,
heroes in Sophoclean tragedy are depicted as they should be, while Euripides, for example,
presents them as they actually are. 245
Of the one hundred and twenty-three or more tragedies of Sophocles, only seven have been
preserved to us, and most of these few surviving plays cannot be accurately dated, making it
harder to observe the continuum of the poet’s evolution. In this chapter, we will systematically
approach the cases where the tragic cycle is initiated without a profound presence of hybris, and
in particular in Oedipus the King, Antigone, and Ajax. As I will attempt to show, even though
hybris in these cases is replaced by the net of fate, inherited guilt, and divine will, the remaining
tragic cycle of ate-nemesis-tisis takes place as a major element of the plot, leading tragic heroes
to destruction. Additionally, I will refer to two more ambivalent sets of cases: on the one hand,
to Electra and Oedipus at Colonus where hybris is present, and on the other hand, to the
Trachiniae and Philoctetes where this element is absent or debated. Finally, noteworthy
Sophoclean Fragments that indicate the presence of the tragic cycle also deserve our attention
and will be analyzed as parts of the evaluation of the sequence in Sophocles.
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Poet. 1460b34ff.: οἷον καὶ Σοφοκλῆς ἔφη αὐτὸς μὲν οἵους δεῖ ποιεῖν, Εὐριπίδην δὲ οἷοι εἰσίν.
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2. The case of Oedipus the King
2a. Olbos, hamartia, and lack of sophrosyne as the causes of the tragic cycle.
Oedipus the King or Oedipus Tyrranos is one of the most well-known plays of Sophocles.
Αssociated with the Theban mythological cycle, the play was performed close to the year 429
BCE. 246 Treated as an exemplar of what tragedy should be by Aristotle in his Poetics, Oedipus
the King allows us to observe a complicated yet clear example of the redefinition of the tragic
cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. This occurs not due to the absence of hybris, but due to the fact
that the sequence is initiated as a result of forces unrelated to the hero’s will and extending
beyond the capacities of human nature. In this analysis, we will acknowledge the contrast
between appearance and reality (φαίνεσθαι and εἶναι), hereditary guilt, and the sharp difference
of fate on the one hand and freedom of choice on the other, as parameters redefining the tragic
cycle.
The beginning of Oedipus’ life coincides with the starting point of olbos before the
initiation of the tragic cycle. The plot according to Aristotle follows the life of a “normal” person,
who is neither wicked nor impeccable in terms of justice, and could belong to the those enjoying
great renown and prosperity (ἐν μεγάλῃ δόξῃ ὄντων καὶ εὐτυχίᾳ). 247 The philosopher mentions
that people like Oedipus tend to fall into misfortune because of some kind of mistake (ἁμαρτία),
which is known as a “tragic flow”. Literally, hamartia bears the meaning of “missing the mark”,
and is frequently associated with the lack of a fundamental virtue in ancient Greek life and
thought, sophrosyne. Σωφροσύνη is understood as the exact opposite to both hybris and ate,
meaning prudence, wisdom, restraint, mental soundness and superiority of character. But the
absence of sophrosyne should not concurrently indicate the presence of hybris.
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For the analysis of selected parts of Oedipus the King in this section, important are the studies of Knox (1957),
Cameron (1968), and O’ Brien (1968). Common problems of the play are discussed by Dodds (1966) 37-49.
247
Poetics 1453a ff.
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The virtue of sophrosyne is associated with three famous mottos inscribed on a column of
the temple’s pronaos at the oracle of Delphi. The first one was traditionally γνῶθι σαὐτόν (“know
thyself”), which encourages self-investigation as a way of discovering the meaning of life within
ourselves. In this sense, not even the god is able to answer the questions of a person who does
not know themselves. The second maxim read μηδὲν ἄγαν, meaning “nothing in excess”, urging
visitors to follow the ancient virtue of the golden mean; the right proportion between excess and
deficiency. 248 The third famous motto was Ἐγγύα πάρα δ Ἄτα, meaning “surety brings ruin”,
and notably, it is a much more cryptic saying than the others. The word Ate included in it could
denote the “mischief” or “ruin”, and the phrase has been given various meanings such as
“Beware false certainty” or “beware committing to a false opinion”. 249
With his life and deeds, Oedipus violated all three maxims: the wisest of all humans, who
solved the riddle of Sphinx was unable to “know himself”. What is more, he was not able to
control his anger, which took place “in excess”, and last but not least “surety brought ruin” in
his case, given that he did not inquire on time about his origins. Sure enough, Oedipus asked the
oracle “who are my parents”, only to hear that he would marry the one and kill the other. But
Oedipus’ primary tragic flaw or hamartia was based on his inability to “know himself” as a way
of avoiding hybris. Of course, blaming someone for lack of sophrosyne because of failing to ask
the right questions to the oracle of Delphi would be impractical. Oedipus then becomes an
example of human intelligence and blindness at once, bound to the will of the gods and the tragic
revelations that the all-watching time has brought upon him. 250

248

Cf. Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics B6 14-16 regarding the definition of ethical virtue.
Traditionally, γνῶθι σαὐτόν was attributed to Chilon of Sparta, while μηδὲν ἄγαν to Solon the Athenian. Cf. Plat.
Prot. 343a-b. The origins and meaning of Ἐγγύα πάρα δ Ἄτα are more cryptic. According to Diogenes Laertius’
(Life of Pyrrho IX.71) the saying can be understood as “a pledge is a curse”. If Ate here is translated as delusion,
then the saying could be “certainty brings insanity”. Cf. Platon’s Charmides 165.
250
Cf. v. 1213. It is important to note that Apollo cannot be held accountable for the hero’s misfortunes, and as we
read in the story of Croesus (Histories 1.51ff), “the predetermined fate is impossible even for a god to avoid”.
249
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The theme of knowledge is another crucial parameter affecting freedom of choice and
driving one to their predetermined fate. Oedipus’ killing of Laius and marriage to Jocasta
resulted from his free will and motivation. However, by lacking the crucial knowledge of his
own identity, the gnothi sauton discussed earlier, his seemingly free choice was in fact
compromised. For this reason, some if not all of the moral responsibility of his actions of hybris,
which initiated the tragic cycle resulting in his own and his family’s dystychia, should be
alleviated. On these grounds, we could argue that the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis in
this tragedy is redesigned in a subtle way: the entire sequence takes place, but hybris is a matter
of debate given its presence without the free will, intention, and knowledge of Oedipus, who
commits a hamartia and is nevertheless seen to face the remaining sequence.
With this analysis, I would not like to argue that Oedipus’ actions did not match the
classification of hybris. Not only by violating all virtues associated with the notion of
sophrosyne, but also by insulting the seer Tiresias and displaying arrogance, Oedipus committed
hybris on various levels. However, I would like to stress some evidence indicating that the tragic
cycle took place in the case of Oedipus the King not due to the presence of hybris but because
of predetermined fate, a preexisting curse, and the hereditary guilt of the house of Laius.
Oedipus’ actions were a result of his freedom of choice: his uneven retaliation of killing
Laius –even despite knowing he was his own father- was a result of his failure to observe the
mean indeed. But in his choice of taking the road to Thebes and avoiding Corinth, Oedipus was
wishing to avoid causing any harm to his parents, only to entangle himself even further to the
net of fate through the tragic coincidence of encountering Laius in the crossroad. As a result, the
inevitability of fate is enacted via a sequence of freely chosen actions, through an oxymoronic
yet substantially important balance that defines cosmic order in Sophocles.
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2b. The curse of Oedipus and predetermined fate as substitutes for hybris.
After observing how the preexisting olbos, the hamartia, and the lack of sophrosyne
equally contributed to the initiation of the tragic cycle upon Oedipus, in this section, I discuss
how the curse of the house of Laius and predetermined fate substitute for hybris, and partially
alleviate the hero’s culpability in the initiation of the sequence. As in the case of Orestes, in the
Oedipus the King too, Apollo bears some responsibility for the committed hybris. Even so, as it
commonly happens in Attic tragedy with people that were once fortunate and fell abruptly into
a state of misfortune, Oedipus’ punishment takes place due to an inescapable predetermined path
and inherited guilt, elements that effectively redefine the tragic cycle.
The discussion regarding the inevitability of human life and fate was familiar to the
audience of 5th century BCE. Still, in the face of tragedies like Oedipus the King, the question of
whether a tragic hero could “change” his fate in the first place becomes relevant. This question
at first sounds like a trivial one, since “fate” is ultimately a plot element in Attic tragedy. 251
However, occasionally the tragic cycle is broken because of fate, an indescribable yet apparent
chain of events that entangle the hero into the very situations he is trying to avoid. The notion of
fate in Oedipus the King does not bear superficially the meaning of a predetermined destiny,
which remains unknown and Oedipus is “blind to it”. Τhe imagery of sight and blindness, light
and darkness, are both related to this theme, and outline the crucial distance between Oedipus
and Tiresias: the one able to see is blind to the truth and vice versa; and when Oedipus is finally
able to see the truth, he loses his sight.
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In terms of fate, the misfortunes of the tragic hero confirm the knowledge of the audience of the existing tradition.
A striking exception can be traced in Euripides’ Helen, who is finally able to “change her fate” in the context of
Attic tragedy, since Euripides changes the path of tradition: it was not her, but an εἴδωλον that was abducted in
Troy. Well known is the response of the Oracle of Delphi when it received the chains of Croesus, that “not even a
god can change the predetermined fate.” (Hist. 1.91.1)
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The textual references to the elements of the tragic cycle in Oedipus the King are
particularly important in this analysis. The two existing references to hybris are used by the
Chorus, in two consecutive verses. 252 After philosophizing regarding the eternal divine laws, in
vv. 872-873 the Chorus notes the famous “ὕβρις φυτεύει τύραννον”, meaning that hybris gives
birth, i.e. defines the nature (φύσις) of a tyrant. If we interpret this verse literally, by becoming
a king, Oedipus committed an a priori hybris. Here and in the upcoming verse, the term appears
as the first word of the line and bears the meaning of insolence and exuberance. In a narrative
coinciding with the events of the tragic cycle, the Chorus says that this satiety carries men to the
utmost edge, rushing to the top of an abyss, which is a synonym for necessity (εἰς ἀνάγκαν).
The word ate appears three times in the text and first is used by the Chorus in reference to
the previous ruin that fell upon the city of Thebes before Oedipus’ arrival. Ate is seen again
closer to the end of the play as the outcome of the life’s reversal (ἀλλαγᾷ βίου), a torment and
ruin falling upon Oedipus. 253 Just a few verses later, the exangelos is going to use the word again,
this time close to all evils that a person could endure: these would be lamentation (στεναγμός),
ἄτη (ruin), θάνατος (death), and last but not least αἰσχύνη (shame), as seen in v. 1284. It is
noteworthy that these words are descriptive of dystychia taking place after the events of the tragic
cycle, in sharp contrast with the preexisting olbos of Oedipus (ὁ πρὶν παλαιὸς δ᾿ ὄλβος).
Although the word nemesis does not appear in the play, the hereditary sin of the house of
Laius, who disobeyed Apollo is a form of νέμεσις. After his tragic realization, Oedipus himself
puts the blame on Apollo for the unspeakable events ruining his life.254
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vv. 872-873: ὕβρις φυτεύει τύραννον· / ὕβρις, εἰ πολλῶν ὑπερπλησθῇ μάταν.
v. 165: εἴ ποτε καὶ προτέρας ἄτας ὑπερορνυμένας πόλει.
254
vv. 1329-1330: Ἀπόλλων τάδ᾿ ἦν, Ἀπόλλων, φίλοι, / ὁ κακὰ κακὰ τελῶν ἐμὰ τάδ᾿ ἐμὰ πάθεα. Earlier, both the
Chorus and Oedipus state that these must have been the deeds of a malicious deity. v. 1301-1302: μείζονα δαίμων
τῶν μηκίστων / πρὸς σῇ δυσδαίμονι μοίρᾳ; v. 1311: ἰὼ δαῖμον, ἵν᾿ ἐξήλου. vv. 1329-1330: Ἀπόλλων τάδ᾿ ἦν,
Ἀπόλλων, φίλοι, / ὁ κακὰ κακὰ τελῶν ἐμὰ τάδ᾿ ἐμὰ πάθεα.
253
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Tisis is seen through the appearance of the verb τίω, and it appears as an important element
of the tragic cycle, bearing the meaning of punishment and repayment of what is due. In v. 810,
the verb is seen in the description of the unknowing punishment of Oedipus against his own
father, which did not fit his insult (οὐ μὴν ἴσην γ᾽ ἔτισεν) but in turn, a strike from a stick is
repaid with a killing force. This is one of the cases where Oedipus also displayed hybris since he
was unable to follow the mean and show restraint by avoiding the use of lethal force against a
much milder blow.
Summing up, in Oedipus the King the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is redefined,
not due to the absence of hybris per se, but given that this important element of the sequence is
caused by hereditary guilt, lack of knowledge, and an error of judgment resulting in a tragic flaw.
Another abnormality of the sequence occurs when Oedipus tries to shed light on the obscurity
surrounding the events that led to his father’s death, he is pulled deeper into the tragic cycle. It
is the very fact of arriving at an understanding, thus unfolding the substantial difference between
appearance and reality, that results in a reversal of the tragic plot, the Aristotelian περιπέτεια. As
a result of the tragic cycle, the former olbos of Oedipus and his family turns into dystychia, a
situation of misfortune that is going to extend to the upcoming generation of the Theban cycle,
as seen in Antigone. This is why the play ends with the famous saying that nobody could be
judged as truly blissful before the end of his life, given that happiness could be determined only
after the end of one’s life. 255

255
vv. 1528-1530: ὥστε θνητὸν ὄντα κείνην τὴν τελευταίαν ἰδεῖν / ἡμέραν ἐπισκοποῦντα μηδέν᾽ ὀλβίζειν, πρὶν ἂν
/ τέρμα τοῦ βίου περάσῃ μηδὲν ἀλγεινὸν παθών. This view is common in Attic tragedy. Cf. Euripides Andromache
99-101 for a similar declaration.
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2c. The tragic cycle redefined in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King.
Following the analysis in this chapter, Sophocles’ Oedipus the King can be seen as a
representative example where the tragic cycle is broken or redefined. The hero faces the complete
tragic sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis, by having committed hybris, which was due to his ignorance
of crucial events regarding his family lineage. In addition, his hybris is further alleviated by the
fact that he was subject to the predetermined fate of the house of Laius, and undergoes the
suffering of the tragic sequence as a result of his inherited guilt. The process of ate is understood
through the marriage of his mother, and the outcomes of nemesis and tisis are apparent through
his tragic realization of incest and patricide.

Τhe tragic cycle redefined in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King

*hybris is debated: it is committed unwillingly/ unknowingly by Oedipus, due to Apollo’s oracle.
A. Oedipus’ olbos before the tragedy: heroism, solving the riddle of Sphinx, kingship.
1. Hybris is committed by Oedipus and the tragic cycle is initiated due to his lack of knowledge.
2. Ate, the blindness of Oedipus’ mind: he commits incest and is seen in additional hybris.
3. Nemesis: the curse of Laius falls upon him through the realization of his patricide and incest.
4. Tisis: problematic, but partially leads to the re-establishment of justice and religious order.
A’. Oedipus reaches a state of dystychia, gouges out his own eyes, while Jocasta commits suicide.
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3. The case of Antigone
3a. Human versus divine law in a broken tragic cycle.
The story of Antigone is placed chronologically after the events of Oedipus the King, but
it was likely performed before it around 441 BCE. 256 Inspired by the events of the Theban cycle
as well, it deals with the attempts of Antigone to bury the body of Polyneices, despite the orders
of Creon, who demands the corpse be left unburied. Central themes in this play, apart from the
difference between appearance and reality, are the contrasts between human and divine law, love
and justice. In the case of Antigone, we are able to observe a redefinition of the tragic cycle of
hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, where a heroine sacrifices her life in order to maintain divine statutes
by going against the laws of the city and Creon’s orders.
The very first observation that we have to make in our analysis of the tragic cycle in this
play is that we have two types of hybris in Antigone: first, Antigone’s hybris towards the human
laws, and second, Creon’s hybris towards divine laws demanding burial. 257 In the eyes of Creon,
hybris is perceived as disrespect to the laws of the city, which he represents, while in the eyes of
Antigone, hybris is the disobedience to divine laws that preexisted the laws of humans. In this
apparent dilemma, Antigone has to choose between committing hybris against mortals by
disrespecting Creon or hybris against the statutes of the gods, by complying to the city’s orders.
At this point, a primary challenge is to determine why burial as a rite of passage was
thought to coincide with the will of the gods, an event that is going to determine whether the
heroine’s disobedience was indeed a means of upholding the divine law. In this sense, if the
element of hybris is absent, the remaining sequence of events leading to the death of Haemon,
Antigone and Eurydice in the play could be considered the results of a redefined tragic cycle.

256
257

For the analysis of selected parts of Antigone, see Goheen (1951), Hester (1971) 11-59, and Rohdich (1980).
Equally, Menelaus and Agamemnon commit hybris in Ajax, when they intend to leave the hero’s body unburied.
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The sacred duty of Antigone to bury her brother is better understood by the fact that the
soul of the deceased was not considered “free” to travel to the afterlife before proper burial.
Leaving a person unburied was not merely a violation of customary traditional laws or a blow
against one’s dignity, but a rather severe punishment with religious implications extending
beyond this world. Since the Iliad, it is evident that burial is an important rite of passage that
allows the soul of the deceased to cross the gates of the underworld and join the afterlife.258 In
this sense, ruling against a burial would be against the statutes of the gods, and as a result,
Antigone is seen upholding the divine laws with her actions.
Given the above, the edict of Creon forbidding the burial would be by itself hybris against
the ancient statutes of the gods. This is also corroborated by the words of the seer, who notes
that the corpse of Polynices is a pollution to the city, and the displeasure of the gods also becomes
apparent with much detail (vv. 998ff). In the fifth episode, Teiresias warns Creon that the gods
are angry about the disrespect towards the dead and do not accept the sacrifices.
It is noteworthy that the gods are only selectively present when the divine law is violated.
One would expect that they would be quick in intervening and not allowing Antigone’s death,
who defended their statutes with her life, as they quickly show their displeasure to Creon.
Antigone commits hybris as per the saying of Creon because she violated the established law. In
her response to Creon, Antigone maintains that she will follow the eternal laws of the gods, and
to the eyes of the Chorus, these statutes were divinely sanctioned, which alleviates hybris.
Despite maintaining divine law, Antigone’s death indicates punishment for an absent hybris, an
event that effectively leads to a subtle redefinition of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis.
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In the Iliad, the soul of Patroclus appears in Achilles’ dream, complaining for being left unburied, which prevents
him from entering the gates of Hades. 23. 65-67: ἦλθε δ' ἐπὶ ψυχὴ Πατροκλῆος δειλοῖο / πάντ' αὐτῷ μέγεθός τε καὶ
ὄμματα κάλ' ἐϊκυῖα / καὶ φωνήν, καὶ τοῖα περὶ χροῒ εἵματα ἕστο. For this analysis, see Darcus (1979) 30-39.
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3b. Theos agei pros Atan: Creon as an agent of the tragic cycle.
The textual references to the elements of the tragic cycle in Antigone will allow us to
identify the uses of the key terms, and how the redefinition of the sequence takes place. Hybris
appears four times throughout the play. In three of them, it is used by Creon, indicating the
insolence and disrespect to law and order that the person who buried Polyneices committed.259
Two kinds of hybris are committed by Antigone according to Creon: first, she violated the
established law, and second, she committed insolence and showed disrespect by exulting in this
action and laughing at the thought of having done it. After learning that she will be buried alive,
Antigone in vv. 823-833 parallels the manner of her upcoming death with Niobe, the daughter
of Tantalus. When the Chorus reminds her that Niobe was a child of gods, while she is just a
mortal, Antigone exclaims that she is being mocked and suffering hybris by the Chorus, who
then reminds her that her sufferings stem from the idea of Justice and inherited guilt. 260
The word ate appears nine times in Antigone, where it denotes ruin, disaster, and
mischief.261 The word appears as early as the fourth verse of the play stating that nothing painful
and nothing without ruin (ate) is to be found in her and Ismene’s pains. Ate in v. 185 bears the
meaning of doom as the opposite of salvation (σωτηρία), which further outlines its meaning. In
a notable passage, Creon characterizes in v. 533 Antigone and Ismene as two atai, two plagues
and ruins that he was rearing unknowingly in the palace. In contrast, in v. 1095 he admits that
his own mind is disturbed and he may run into the net of ate.
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v. 309: ζῶντες κρεμαστοὶ τήνδε δηλώσηθ᾽ ὕβριν, v. 480: αὕτη δ᾽ ὑβρίζειν μὲν τότ᾽ ἐξηπίστατο, v. 482: ὕβρις δ᾽,
ἐπεὶ δέδρακεν, ἥδε Δευτέρα.
260
vv. 840-841: οὐκ οἰχομέναν ὑβρίζεις, / ἀλλ᾿ ἐπίφαντον; and v. 856: πατρῷον δ᾿ ἐκτίνεις τιν᾿ ἆθλον.
261
v. 185: οὔτ᾽ ἂν σιωπήσαιμι τὴν ἄτην ὁρῶν, v. 533: τρέφων δύ᾽ ἄτα κἀπαναστάσεις θρόνων, v. 584: οἷς γὰρ ἂν
σεισθῇ θεόθεν δόμος, ἄτας, v. 614: θνατῶν βιότῳ πάμπολύ γ᾽ ἐκτὸς ἄτας., vv. 624-625: θεὸς ἄγει πρὸς ἄταν· /
πράσσει δ᾽ ὀλίγιστον χρόνον ἐκτὸς ἄτας., 862: ἆται κοιμήματά τ᾽ αὐτογέννητ᾽ ἐμῷ πατρὶ δυσμόρου ματρός, v.
1097: ἄτῃ πατάξαι θυμὸν ἐν δεινῷ πάρα., v. 1260: ἄτην, ἀλλ᾽ αὐτὸς ἁμαρτών.
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The four final references to ate appear in less than fifty verses, where the Chorus is using
the word in a stasimon full of elements appertaining to the tragic cycle. 262 True happiness,
eudaimonia, the ultimate term describing human happiness, belongs only to those who spent an
entire lifetime without any taste of evil. Eudaimonia is understood as eytychia and olbos
combined and extends beyond bliss, happiness, good luck and prosperity. It describes a state
where one’s daimon is well-positioned toward their life, thus understood as complete and
definitive happiness. 263 A sharp contrast with this term is seen in the following verses, where in
a god-shaken house, ate is sinking the family in the darkness of deep sea water. 264
In the stasimon, we read that the inherited guilt of the Labdacid house now falls upon this
generation, and no arrogance of men could restrict Zeus’ power who is set to bring destruction
to this house. Exuberance, according to the Chorus, brings divine wrath, and this indirect allusion
to the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is seen in verses full of irony about the foolishness
of people who disrespect divine laws. But ate in the next reference is understood as the erroneous
judgment of a person unable to understand the truth, and in his mind, the evil (τὸ κακὸν) appears
to be good (ἐσθλὸν). This happens because, as per the famous and honorable saying (κλεινὸν
ἔπος) that the Chorus cites, θεὸς ἄγει πρὸς ἄταν, i.e. the god is driving humans towards disaster
in v. 624. This is a staggering observation, alluding to a god that deliberately casts delusion upon
the mind of a human, who then is completely unable to exercise judgment between good and
evil. The word ate appears in the following verse again, offering a reminder that the small man
(ὀλίγος), i.e. a humble person who does not display hybris, shall not face ate.
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vv. 583-584: εὐδαίμονες οἷσι κακῶν ἄγευστος αἰών. / οἷς γὰρ ἂν σεισθῇ θεόθεν δόμος, ἄτας.
In Aristotle, eudaimonia was the term describing the highest human welfare in Greek tradition, the ultimate goal
and accomplishment of humans, requiring also virtue (arete) and prudence (phronesis) in order for one to achieve
it. In this sense, eudaimonia implies not only a positive but also a divine state of being (cf. δαίμων), a state of
existence similar to a benevolent deity, thus extending beyond the limits of happiness to the state of true bliss.
264
This interesting deep-sea metaphor, relating ate to dark waters falling upon a sinking ship, occupies vv. 586-590:
ὥστε ποντίας ἁλὸς / οἶδμα δυσπνόοις ὅταν / Θρῄσσησιν ἔρεβος ὕφαλον ἐπιδράμῃ πνοαῖς, / κυλίνδει βυσσόθεν.
263
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The concept of a god leading humans to ruin is already seen in Aeschylus’ Persae, where
the god is allegedly assisting the wrongdoing of men, only in order to punish them an hour
sooner. 265 But here, theos is not leading people to hybris but to ate directly. This verse bears
great importance in the redefinition of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, speaking of a
god in Antigone that leads people to their own doom. Perhaps the words of the Chorus, could be
signaling in advance Antigone’s own doom, who will lose her life despite (or perhaps because
of) following the divine laws of burying her brother and giving them preference over the laws of
men that demand the opposite. Even so, the meaning of the phrase theos agei pros atan remains
obscure and should be a concrete indication that Sophocles speculates regarding the nature of
the gods, and allows the audience to question their role in human lives. 266
What remains certain is that the gods make no appearance in the play in order to offer the
lysis in a much-expected salvation of Antigone. As already mentioned, before the heroine’s
death, the gods are seen to be quick in mentioning their displeasure over the actions of Creon but
remain silent and inactive when Antigone is sent to her grave alive. The seer Teiresias foretells
great calamities for the house of Creon and repenting, the king wants to free Antigone from the
chamber where she was locked up and bury Polyneices. But it is too late for Antigone who has
already committed suicide and for Haemon who is dead too. Eurydice, as soon as she learns of
her son's death, curses her husband and commits suicide. In the face of these disasters, Creon
wishes to die and the Chorus ends their stasimon with the statement that wisdom is the main
condition of happiness and that the boastfulness of the arrogant, after suffering great
punishments, unfortunately, teaches wisdom very late (vv. 1347-1353).
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Aeschylus, Persae v. 742: ἀλλ᾿, ὅταν σπεύδῃ τις αὐτός, χὠ θεὸς συνάπτεται. In this obscure verse, the ghost of
Darius refers to the “assistance” Xerxes had in order to destroy the empire. See Chapter 2, 4c for a relevant analysis.
266
In Hesiod, as in Pindar, and Solon, ate is seen as harm brought upon humans by the gods, as punishment for
moral guilt. See Griffiths (1990) 58-65, esp. 61 for a relevant analysis regarding ate and justice.
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The word nemesis does not appear in the play, but the term is seen as an element of the plot
with the meaning of divine retribution, and is understood as the outcome of the tragic cycle which
brings the death of Antigone, Haemon and Eurydice. The word tisis is seen via two compound
words at the beginning and the end of the play, adding substantial meaning it. 267 In the first case
(v. 22), the participle προτίσας bears the meaning of honor and refers to the buried Eteocles
while the corresponding term for Polyneices is ἀτιμάσας.
The known scheme of exuberance and thoughtless wealth that brings destruction appears
in the words of the Chorus, who refer again to the outcome of the tragic cycle: eudaimonia is
lost due to a lack of proper use of the phrenes and disrespect towards the gods. In turn, good
sense is the principal part of happiness. The hybris committed by the boasting words (μεγάλοι
δὲ λόγοι) brings equally big wounds to the boasters (μεγάλας πληγὰς τῶν ὑπεραύχων), in a
process eloquently maintained by these symmetrical phrases. The restoration of justice and
religious order is denoted through the notion of tisis in the penultimate verse of the play (v. 1352:
ἀποτίσαντες), in a process leading humans to the path of understanding and wisdom.
Summing up, the tragic cycle is redefined in Antigone, first on the grounds of the absence
of hybris in the heroine’s actions, and second given that the person responsible for hybris, i.e.
Creon, is only indirectly punished. The inherited curse of the house substitutes for nemesis,
leading Antigone to death, while the gods –who have already shown their dismay for the burial
of Polyneices- do not intervene in favor of the heroine who sacrifices her life in order to uphold
their laws. The redefinition of the tragic cycle in this play, along with the tragic events taking
place in the house, would allow the audience to philosophize regarding the nature of the divine.

267

v. 22: τὸν μὲν προτίσας, τὸν δ᾽ ἀτιμάσας ἔχει; v. 1351-1353: μεγάλας πληγὰς τῶν ὑπεραύχων / ἀποτίσαντες /
γήρᾳ τὸ φρονεῖν ἐδίδαξαν.
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3c. The tragic cycle redefined in Sophocles’ Antigone.
Following the analysis in this chapter, Sophocles’ Antigone can be seen as an example of
redefinition of the tragic cycle. Antigone follows the divine law by insisting on burying her
brother, while Creon, albeit ruling in favor of human law, is violating divine justice.
Nevertheless, he accuses Antigone of hybris, on the grounds that she violated justice herself. In
a paradoxical turn of events, the gods indicate their displeasure against the actions of Creon but
will not intervene to spare Antigone from death. This noticeable absence allows us to assume
that both the heroine and Haemon -who have not committed hybris against divine law- face the
events of the tragic cycle, while Creon who has, does not. These events can be seen as follows:

Τhe tragic cycle redefined in Sophocles’ Antigone

*absence of hybris on behalf of Antigone, who values divine law over her own life.
A. State of a relative olbos before the events of the tragedy. Creon rules as the new king.
1. Antigone is accused of hybris under human laws but shows piety in regard to the divine laws.
2. Ate, blindness of mind falls upon Creon but in practice affects Antigone. Theos agei pros atan.
3. Nemesis, the inherited curse of the house of Laius is not alleviated by Antigone’s noble actions.
4. Tisis: problematic. The innocent die (Antigone, Haemon, Eurydice) while Creon lives.
A’. Creon and the entire palace reach a state of dystychia through this series of suicides.
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4. The case of Ajax
4a. The multiple levels of hybris and a seemingly unrelated ate.
Written between 450 and 440 BCE, Sophocles’ Ajax is considered to be one of Sophocles’
earliest tragedies. 268 The plot of Ajax is based on a series of themes and antitheses, among which
are the idea of honor and shame, and the transformation of the heroic ideal from brute force to
intelligence. In this section, I will attempt to show how the events of Ajax coincide with the route
of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, and how the process is redefined. In the analysis
of this play, I argue that even though the hybris of the hero is present, and Athena casts ate on
him, the remaining parts of the sequence, i.e. nemesis and tisis do not actually take place as a
means of divine punishment. In turn, the will of Ajax to retain his heroic honor results in a selfinflicted punishment, where the inconsolable hero faces the remaining tragic cycle by
committing suicide, in an analogy vivid through the references to hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis.
Ajax the Great had heroic and divine origins according to tradition, being the son of
Telamon, who was the son of Aeacus and grandson of Zeus. Inspired by the events of the Trojan
war, the background of the play deals with Ajax’s fury to kill Odysseus and the rest of the
Atreides, due to not being assigned the arms of the deceased Achilles. But after Athena casts
delusion on the hero’s mind, he kills a flock of sheep and their shepherd instead, thinking that
he was charging against his enemies.
The play begins with Athena explaining to Odysseus how she cast ate on the mind of Ajax.
Not to be consoled by his wife Tecmessa and his brother Teucros, when he becomes aware of
his deeds, he decides to commit suicide. Menelaus and Agamemnon suggest the corpse be left
unburied, but Odysseus intervenes in favor of his burial.

268

For the analysis of selected parts of Ajax in this section, see the analysis of Knox (1961) 1-37, Simpson (1969)
88-103, Burian (1972) 151-156, Sicherl (1977) 67-98.
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A key observation that we have to make in Sophocles’ Ajax, is that the death of the hero is
frequently treated as the outcome of the hybris he committed against Athena. Indeed, the hero
showed insolence, exuberance and arrogance against the goddess at least twice: First, in vv. 588589, the hero says to Tecmessa that he no longer owes anything to the gods. Two hundred verses
later, the messenger states that while going to war, Ajax said to his father in exuberance that
even those unworthy who go to war with the help of the gods could taste victory. But he was
certain that he would win this glory even without their help (vv. 767-770). And in an act of
monumental hybris, when Athena tried to assist him on the battlefield, he urged her to help those
who were in more need of her assistance than he was, given that where he stood, the line would
never break. The behavior of Ajax satisfies the definition of hybris as exuberance and arrogance
towards the gods, even though he does not insult Athena directly. 269
As it frequently happens in Attic tragedy, in Ajax the cause of hybris is often the
overestimation of one’s abilities and the overextension of human limits. Hybris is characteristic
of humans who, despite being born mortals by nature, think of themselves as if they are not. 270
The hero is seen boasting at least twice that he is in no need of divine help, in a clear statement
of hybris. But Ajax is not the only person committing hybris in this play. As in the case of Creon
in Antigone, hybris towards divine laws demanding burial is committed here by Menelaus and
Agamemnon, when they suggest the hero’s body be left unburied. Divine partiality, which is a
prevalent characteristic alluding to the human passions of the gods in Attic tragedy, is apparent
in Athena’s behavior. Despite his difficult personality, a heroic Ajax is seen defying gods who
are already unjust, and his standards of honor are the only ones imposing his self-punishment.

269

Fisher (1979) 35 draws a similar comparison, arguing that Ajax’s insults are not meant to insult Athena, as for
example Capaneus directly insults Zeus in Aeschylus’ Seven against Thebes.
270
This view is seen in Ajax vv. 760-761: ὅστις ἀνθρώπου φύσιν βλαστὼν ἔπειτα μὴ κατ᾽ ἄνθρωπον φρονῇ.
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The gravity of the instances of hybris in Ajax can be better understood in comparison with
other heroes in Attic tragedy. The might of the hero in his committed hybris reminds us of other
heroes, including but not limited to the exuberance of the Seven assailants against Thebes. The
common ground between Ajax and Euripides’ Heracles is also noteworthy. 271 Both heroes fall
victims to a divine sent delusion or mania, which as a synonym of ate, leads them to commit
horrible deeds. 272 Of course, the killing of the sheep in the case of Ajax due to the mania sent to
him by Athena is a less grave mistake than the killing of an entire family in Heracles, due to the
delusion cast on him by Hera. The actions of the gods in these cases shift responsibility from the
actual doers. Both goddesses appear to enjoy their punitive role, but both heroes suffer from the
consequences of their actions, and a key difference lies in the fact that Heracles will adhere to
Theseus’ consolations, while Ajax remains inconsolable by Teucros and Tecmessa.
Ajax’s death was not a result of his hybris against the gods and should not be treated as
such, given that he was ultimately punished by his own self, and the inability to handle the
disgrace stemming from his actions. In the Prologue of the play, Athena assumes full
responsibility for casting mania on Ajax, which was then responsible for the killing of the flocks,
and advises Odysseus never to show arrogance against the gods, but does not force the entire
tragic cycle upon the hero. Like Heracles, Ajax was a victim of the deliberately created mania,
and his hybris –even though undeniably present- cannot be seen strictly related to his ate and his
eventual punishment. Given the above, the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is broken or
redefined due to the fact that hybris and ate take place, but the suicide and death of the hero, as
it will be shown in the next section, which operate as the equivalents of nemesis and tisis
respectively, are self-inflicted and are not caused by this divine intervention.
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For the analysis of how the tragic cycle is redefined in Euripides’ Heracles, see Chapter 4.4.a-c of this
dissertation.
272
Cf. vv. 215ff: θανάτῳ γὰρ ἴσον πάθος ἐκπεύσῃ. / μανίᾳ γὰρ ἁλοὺς ἡμὶν ὁ κλεινὸς/ νύκτερος Αἴας ἀπελωβήθη.
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4b. The idea of honor in a self-inflicted tragic cycle.
In Ajax, we observe the gradual change of the old world of heroes, which gives way to
entirely new standards of heroism represented by Odysseus. Ajax is frequently referred to as one
of the bravest warriors of the Achaeans, second only to the mighty Achilles, and his heroism is
interweaved with his brutality. But the stalemated Trojan war now demands a new dimension of
virtues, that are meant to replace brute force with intelligence. 273 The sharp contrast between
valor and cleverness is ultimately seen as an antithesis between strength and intelligence. We
have already seen how Ajax’s hybris was present, and how the ate cast on the hero by Athena
was not an immediate response to his exuberance, but a rather practical way of protecting the
Atreides. In this section, we will first see how the ideals of Ajax urged him into enforcing upon
himself the remainder of the tragic cycle, and we will analyze the elements of the pattern.
The Homeric heroic code of the eighth century BCE comes in contrast with the new ideals
of the fifth century, where the mind is valued equally or above brute force. First, it is important
to keep in mind that Ajax’s wrath stems from the idea that he has been mistreated or suffered
hybris, by being denied the high military honor of receiving the armor of Achilles. The death of
Ajax is self-chosen and it does not take place due to divine punishment. Nevertheless,
punishment of arrogance does take place, and his hybris, with the divine-sent ate is punished by
a self-inflicted nemesis and tisis. It is important to understand that Ajax’s dismay stems from the
loss of what he believes is the greatest of his possessions: his heroic status, which has now
become a matter of laughter in society. Not only the Greeks and Trojans, but also the gods
insulted him, and the only exit he perceives from this disgrace is death.

273

Characteristic is the modern adaptation of the myth with the agon between Odysseus and Ajax over the armor
of Achilles appearing in the 13th book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The transition from the old heroic world to new
standards of heroism prefers intelligence over brute force, strategy and stratagems over face to face battle.
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The degradation of Ajax and the image of shame in which he falls come in such a sharp
contrast with his previous aristeia, that suicide appears as the only way for the hero to make
amends. The apothegmatic phrase of v. 479 that “a real man should live with honor or die with
honor” enables us to better understand the antithetic motifs of honor and shame leading to his
suicide. Ajax himself realizes the superiority of the mind over the body in vv. 1245-1250, by
stating that those with strong minds turn out to be victorious over those with strong bodies. And
indeed, what the entire army of the Achaeans could not accomplish after ten years of fighting,
was accomplished by Odysseus with the Trojan horse, in one night only. But at this point, I
would like to stress a different aspect of the tragic cycle in the play.
The exuberance of Ajax was brought low indeed, due to the mania induced in him by
Athena, but it is not the event of this fall but his reaction to it that eventually leads him to suicide.
Athena very early in the play encourages Odysseus to show sophrosyne, but is showing human
passions herself by mocking Ajax, and despite being the goddess of wisdom, Odysseus shows
much more sophrosyne than she does when holding back from doing so. Athena encourages him
even further: “Is not laughing at one’s enemies the most delightful kind of laughter?” she asks
Odysseus. 274 Ajax is not the only hero who commits hybris in this play. Menelaus goes on to
state that it would be a shame for him to impose his will with words when he is in a position to
enforce his orders with actions. This exuberant behavior, similar to Agamemnon’s stance, shows
hybris in denying the burial of Ajax. And the laughter of Odysseus, for example, when Ajax is
dead, is presumed to be hybristic in vv. 955-7. Odysseus, however, is fully aware of the
mutability of human fortune and understands not only his own limits but also the tragic
limitations of human nature. In this sense, he displays sophrosyne by suggesting the burial of the
dead hero.

274

v. 79: οὔκουν γέλως ἥδιστος εἰς ἐχθροὺς γελᾶν;
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Hybris is present in this play, and despite the fact that it is committed by Ajax, it does not
effectively operate as an element of the tragic cycle. The word and its derivatives appear 14 times
in Ajax, more than in any other play of Sophocles. 275 The multiple appearances of the word in
different contexts are responsible for the various meanings of the term, which denotes, among
others, violence, insult, disrespect, insolence, and the sin of pride widely known as hubris itself.
The word is used to denote not only Ajax’s exuberance, but is also applied to Menelaus by the
Chorus in v. 1092, when he suggests that Ajax’s corpse remain unburied. Agamemnon,
Menelaus and Odysseus already commit hybris when denying Neoptolemus the armor of
Achilles after his death, and the term is used by Teucros three more times for the same purpose.
Ate appears nine times and is used to denote not only ruin but also the god-sent delusion of
Ajax. 276 Ate frequently appears as a synonym of god-sent mania, and in vv. 185ff we observe a
definition of ate in this context, which is characterized as a θεία νόσος, clearly denoting its godsent origin. The word nemesis does not appear in the play, but the word tisis appears four times,
and is frequently seen close to the word hybris, signaling a cause-and-effect connection between
the two. 277 There is no additional nemesis and tisis in the play, given that Ajax brings upon
himself the remainder of the tragic cycle, with his inconsolable pain and wrath. In this sense, his
suicide and death eventually substitute for the remaining sequence.

275

v. 153: τοῖς σοῖς ἄχεσιν καθυβρίζων., v. 195: ἐχθρῶν δ᾽ ὕβρις ὧδ᾽ ἀτάρβητα, v. 303: ὅσην κατ᾽ αὐτῶν ὕβριν
ἐκτίσαιτ᾽ ἰών, v. 367: ὤμοι γέλωτος, οἷον ὑβρίσθην ἄρα., v. 560: οὔτοι σ᾽ Ἀχαιῶν, οἶδα, μή τις ὑβρίσῃ, v. 955: ἦ ῥα
κελαινώπαν θυμὸν ἐφυβρίζει πολύτλας ἀνήρ, v. 971: πρὸς ταῦτ᾽ Ὀδυσσεὺς ἐν κενοῖς ὑβριζέτω, v. 1061: τὴν τοῦδ᾽
ὕβριν πρὸς μῆλα καὶ ποίμνας πεσεῖν., v. 1081: ὅπου δ᾽ ὑβρίζειν δρᾶν θ᾽ ἃ βούλεται παρῇ, v. 1088: αἴθων ὑβριστής,
νῦν δ᾽ ἐγὼ μέγ᾽ αὖ φρονῶ., v. 1092: εἶτ᾽ αὐτὸς ἐν θανοῦσιν ὑβριστὴς γένῃ., v. 1151: ὃς ἐν κακοῖς ὕβριζε τοῖσι τῶν
πέλας., v. 1258: θαρσῶν ὑβρίζεις κἀξελευθεροστομεῖς., v. 1385: θανόντι τῷδε ζῶν ἐφυβρίσαι μέγα.
276
v. 123: ὁθούνεκ᾽ ἄτῃ συγκατέζευκται κακῇ, v. 195: ἄταν οὐρανίαν φλέγων, v. 307: καὶ πλῆρες ἄτης ὡς διοπτεύει
στέγος, v. 363: ἄκος πλέον τὸ πῆμα τῆς ἄτης τίθει., v. 643: παιδὸς δύσφορον ἄταν, v. 848: ἄγγειλον ἄτας τὰς ἐμὰς
μόρον τ᾽ ἐμὸν, v. 909: ὤμοι ἐμᾶς ἄτας, οἷος ἄρ᾿ αἱμάχθης, v. 976: βοῶντος ἄτης τῆσδ᾽ ἐπίσκοπον μέλος, v. 1189:
μόχθων ἄταν ἐπάγων.
277
v. 113: κεῖνος δὲ τίσει τήνδε κοὐκ ἄλλην δίκην., v. 181: μαχαναῖς ἐτίσατο λώβαν;, v. 304: ὅσην κατ᾿ αὐτῶν
ὕβριν ἐκτείσαιτ᾿ ἰών, v. 1086: οὐκ ἀντιτίσειν αὖθις ἂν λυπώμεθα.
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4c. The tragic cycle redefined in Sophocles’ Ajax.
Following the analysis in this chapter, Sophocles’ Ajax can be seen as an example where
the tragic cycle is redefined. In this play, the element of hybris is present, and Ajax displays
exuberance against Athena, who casts ate upon the hero in the form of mania. The remaining
tragic cycle, however, does not happen due to divine intervention with nemesis and tisis. It is the
disgrace of the hero and his tragic persistence in the old heroic standards that renders him
inconsolable and leads him to commit suicide. In this sense, Ajax suffers the remaining tragic
cycle due to his own willingness: nemesis is not the wrath of the gods, but Ajax’s and tisis is the
self-inflicted punishment of the hero. These events can be schematically seen as follows:

Τhe tragic cycle redefined in Sophocles’ Ajax

*the absence of nemesis and a relative tisis indicate a redefinition of the tragic cycle in Ajax.
A. Ajax’s aristeia and heroism before the events of the tragedy: he is second only to Achilles.
1. Hybris is present via Ajax’s exuberance, but is not expressed as a direct insult to the gods.
2. Ate, the blindness of mind falls upon Ajax, he kills a flock of sheep instead of the Argives.
3. Nemesis, absent. Athena has case ate upon Ajax, but this delusion is not a direct punishment.
4. Tisis: absent as an element of the sequence. Ajax inflicts upon himself tisis with his suicide.
A’. Ajax dies after reaching a state of dystychia, which is also faced by his wife and brother.

129

5. Ambiguous cases of the Tragic Cycle in Sophocles
5a. Cases where hybris is present: Electra and Oedipus Colonus.
Following the analysis of representative cases from the corpus of Sophocles, where the
tragic cycle is redefined or shows a substantial deviation from its expected route, in this section,
we will deal with some ambiguous or in-between cases that require further attention. In these
plays, the elements of the tragic cycle appear either as minor elements of the plot or exist only
in the background of the story. First, we will discuss two cases where the tragic cycle is present,
in particular, Electra and Oedipus Colonus. Although these plays originate from different
mythological cycles, there are various reasons to see these together due to their common motifs,
the most important of which are inherited guilt, fate and time. 278
The first case that deserves our attention is Electra, dated around 420 BCE. The theme of
matricide is present, offering a clear indication of hybris committed by Orestes due to divine
will. As seen in Aeschylus’ adaptation of the myth, the oracle of Apollo bears the moral
responsibility for this hybris. The word appears seven times in Electra with the meaning of
outrage. First, Electra herself speaks about the “final hybris” of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus,
who not only killed her father and took his throne but are lying together in his bed. A few verses
later, she uses the term to describe Clytemnestra’s insults to her.279 Clytemnestra is seen to
respond to the accusations of hybris against her by stating that “ὕβριν μὲν οὐκ ἔχω”, and denying
moral responsibility herewith by stating that Justice herself was Agamemnon’s killer. 280

278

For the analysis of selected passages of Electra in this section, see Friis Johansen (1964) 8-32, Segal (1966) 473545, Newiger (1969) 138-163. In Oedipus Colonus, Easterling (1967) 1-13 analyzes the connection of Oedipus and
Polynices, while Burian (1974) 408-429 discusses the antitheses surrounding Oedipus’ life.
279
v. 271: ἴδω δὲ τούτων τὴν τελευταίαν ὕβριν and v. 293: τάδ᾿ ἐξυβρίζει· πλὴν ὅταν κλύῃ τινὸς.
280
The translation of the phrase ὕβριν μὲν οὐκ ἔχω as “I have no violence” in Loeb’s translation of Lloyd-Jones
(1994) 213 is problematic. Given the context, where Δίκη is mentioned a few verses later, it would be more
reasonable to use a phrase like “I bear no guilt”, outlining the religious dimension of the phrase. vv. 522-524: ἄρχω,
καθυβρίζουσα καὶ σὲ καὶ τὰ σά. / ἐγὼ δ᾿ ὕβριν μὲν οὐκ ἔχω, κακῶς δέ σε / λέγω κακῶς κλύουσα πρὸς σέθεν θαμά.
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Hybris appears again in Electra a few verses later, where Clytemnestra accuses the heroine
of insulting her in an inappropriate way given her position and age. 281 In a particularly
noteworthy passage, in vv. 788-794, we see the word hybris appearing twice and very close to
the word Νέμεσις. Electra calls the goddess Nemesis to avenge the hybris committed against her
brother Orestes. But Clytemnestra insists that Nemesis is already aware of the events taking place
in the house, and has already made a decision in her favor.282 This is not the only case of nemesis
in this play. When Aegisthus sees the covered bier thinking that it contains the body of Orestes,
he cannot hold his enthusiasm and utters that this vision is not without the envy of the gods, but
he could not state if this comes with divine retribution too. (v. 1459: εἰ δ᾽ ἔπεστι νέμεσις, οὐ
λέγω). This verse contains a neat tragic irony given that Aegisthus is soon going to face nemesis
himself, stemming from this very bier, where Orestes is hiding.
The word ate and its derivatives in Electra appear seven times, exactly as many as the word
hybris, even though the two do not appear interconnected. Ate is seen as ruin, folly, and
destruction.283 In a noteworthy verse, the Chorus advises Electra not to create ruin (ἄταν) by
means of ruin (ἄταις), where the term could also be associated with misery and misfortune. This
verse is better understood as an apothegm, denoting the downward spiral leading from one
mishap to the other. In this play, Electra will refer to tisis twice, in both cases alluding to the
penalty and punishment that Clytemnestra has to pay for the undeserved death of her father. 284
In the first case of v. 115, we see the religious meaning of tisis as divine retribution in the prayer
of Electra to the chthonic deities to avenge the death of Agamemnon.

281

vv. 613-614: ἥτις τοιαῦτα τὴν τεκοῦσαν ὕβρισεν, / καὶ ταῦτα τηλικοῦτος; ἆρά σοι δοκεῖ.
v. 790: πρὸς τῆσδ᾿ ὑβρίζῃ μητρός. ἆρ᾿ ἔχω καλῶς;, v. 792-794: El: ἄκουε, Νέμεσι τοῦ θανόντος ἀρτίως., Cl:
ἤκουσεν ὧν δεῖ κἀπεκύρωσεν καλῶς., El: ὕβριζε· νῦν γὰρ εὐτυχοῦσα τυγχάνεις.
283
v. 215: τὰ παρόντ᾽ οἰκείας εἰς ἄτας, vv. 224-225: ταύτας ἄτας, / ὄφρα με βίος ἔχῃ., v. 235: μὴ τίκτειν σ᾽ ἄταν
ἄταις., v. 936: ἵν᾽ ἦμεν ἄτης· ἀλλὰ νῦν, ὅθ᾽ ἱκόμην, v. 1002: ἄλυπος ἄτης ἐξαπαλλαχθήσεται;, v. 1298: ἀλλ᾽ ὡς ἐπ᾽
ἄτῃ τῇ μάτην λελεγμένῃ.
284
v. 115: ἔλθετ᾽, ἀρήξατε, τίσασθε πατρὸς, v. 298: ἀλλ᾽ ἴσθι τοι τίσουσά γ᾽ ἀξίαν δίκην.
282
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Oedipus at Colonus, echoing the events of the Theban cycle, offers another example where
the tragic cycle operates properly, but this time by being transferred among generations. Both
Eteocles and Polyneices are seen acting in hybris, Eteocles by violating the statutes of Thebes
with his denial to pass the throne to his brother, and Polyneices by starting an expedition against
his own city. These events, along with the inherited course of the house of Laius and the
immediate curse of Oedipus himself against his own sons, determine the background of the story.
However, the fates of Antigone and Ismene are not going to be significantly better, albeit
enjoying the love and respect of Oedipus. This is a clear indication that the inherited guilt of
their house will prevail over their father’s good wishes in the events of the play.
The textual references to the elements of the tragic cycle allow us to better understand the
terms in the play. Hybris and its derivatives appear five times, bearing the meaning of outrage
and insult.285 In a stichomythia with the Chorus, who asks Creon if this behavior of his is hybris,
he responds with the phrase “ὕβρις, ἀλλ᾿ ἀνεκτέα”, i.e. an insolence that they would have to put
up with. This is an unusual example of a hero acknowledging that his behavior equals hybris and
yet bearing responsibility for these actions. Like hybris, ate appears exactly five times in this
play, and every single reference of the word is uttered by Oedipus himself. 286 The ate of his
marriage in v. 526 resulted in two children, two atai in v. 532. A common metaphor associating
ate with wild sea waves appears in v. 1243, where atai are described as δειναὶ κυματοαγεῖς. The
one and only reference to nemesis is used by Theseus, urging Antigone and Ismene to stop crying
because the gods would resent, show nemesis, to their lamentation.287

285

vv. 882-883: ἆρ᾿ οὐχ ὕβρις τάδ᾿; / ὕβρις, ἀλλ᾿ ἀνεκτέα., v. 960: ὦ λῆμ᾽ ἀναιδές, τοῦ καθυβρίζειν δοκεῖς, v. 1029:
οὐ ψιλὸν οὐδ᾽ ἄσκευον ἐς τοσήνδ᾽ ὕβριν, v. 1535: κἂν εὖ τις οἰκῇ, ῥᾳδίως καθύβρισαν.
286
v. 93: ἄτην δὲ τοῖς πέμψασιν, οἵ μ᾽ ἀπήλασαν, v. 202: ὤμοι δύσφρονος ἄτας., v. 526: γάμων ἐνέδησεν ἄτᾳ., v.
532: παῖδε, δύο δ᾽ ἄτα, v. 1244: ἆται κλονέουσιν ἀεὶ ξυνοῦσαι.
287
vv. 876-878: παύετε θρήνων, παῖδες· ἐν οἷς γὰρ / χάρις ἡ χθονία ξύν᾽ ἀπόκειται, / πενθεῖν οὐ χρή· νέμεσις γάρ.
The idea of god resenting lament echoes the advice of Eteocles to the Chorus of women in Seven against Thebes.
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Tisis is seen as describing forces outside of man’s control, and notably, as in the cases of
hybris and ate, it appears five times in this play, bearing the meaning of repayment for what is
due. 288 In the first appearance of the word in vv. 229-230, the Chorus uses the apothegm that
“There is no punishment (τίσις) from fate to a person avenging (τὸ τίνειν) what he has first
suffered”. The notion of tisis is also apparent in the miracle which takes place at a crucial part of
the play, a rare and unique event that is certainly a strong poetic statement.289 Even though we
are unable to determine with certainty the gods’ intentions, it would not be without reason to
consider the ending of Oedipus at Colonus as an expected requital for a much-tortured hero, who
suffered hardships extending beyond his power and finally reaches a state of salvation. 290
Summing up, equivocal cases of the tragic cycle regarding the eternal laws of justice are
apparent in both Electra and Oedipus Colonus. Electra’s urge to avenge her father, and her
loyalty to his memory, coincide with the ancient statutes. Similarly, Oedipus foretells the doom
of his sons on the grounds of their disrespect to what was considered holy and reputable. Τhe
theme of time brings these events to fulfillment in both plays: in Electra, it is seen as a crucial
parameter of her reaching knowledge and understanding, as well as in the story of Oedipus, who
gained knowledge and awareness of his own existence through the passage of time. 291 Not only
self-awareness but also awareness of the role of others is achieved as per Oedipus Colonus
through the passage of time, during which some friends can turn into foes and vice versa. 292

288

vv. 229-230: οὐδενὶ μοιριδία τίσις ἔρχεται / ἃν προπάθῃ τὸ τίνειν, v. 635: γῇ τῇδε κἀμοὶ δασμὸν οὐ σμικρὸν
τίνει. v. 1204: πάσχειν, παθόντα δ᾽ οὐκ ἐπίστασθαι τίνειν. v. 1329: τῷδ᾽ ἀνδρὶ τοὐμοῦ πρὸς κασιγνήτου τίσιν.
289
This statement becomes even stronger given that when we have examples of tragedies like Antigone, where a
much expected and rightfully deserved “miracle” does not take place, in order to prevent the heroine from dying.
290
For a different view, see Easterling-Knox (1985) 309, who states that it would not be accurate to perceive this
event as a sign of divine recompense for Oedipus’ pains on the grounds that we simply do not have enough evidence
to determine so. However, we have comparable evidence in the given tradition that allows us to draw this conclusion,
like the death and apotheosis of Heracles who was immortalized by Zeus, following his tortured death.
291
Cf. Electra vv. 1464-5: καὶ δὴ τελεῖται τἀπ᾿ ἐμοῦ· τῷ γὰρ χρόνῳ / νοῦν ἔσχον, ὥστε συμφέρειν τοῖς κρείσσοσιν.
Earlier in v. 179, the Chorus is calling time a “soothing god”, a saying which is practically not confirmed in the
play.
292
In vv. 607-628 Oedipus discusses how time brings the complete and unpredictable mutability of human affairs.
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5b. Cases where hybris is absent or debated: Trachiniae and Philoctetes.
After analyzing two ambiguous cases in Sophocles, where we observed the presence of
hybris, in this section, we will see how the elements of the tragic cycle operate in two cases
where hybris is absent or debated, and in particular in Trachiniae and Philoctetes. Alongside the
tragic cycle, our attention will focus on important relevant motifs such as the notion of fate, the
importance of time, and the sharp differences between appearance and reality. The mutability of
human fortune that oftentimes transforms the preexisting olbos to misfortune, leads to an abrupt
plot twist, the Aristotelian peripeteia. Even though the tragic cycle per se is not apparent in these
two plays, characteristic uses of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis appearing in these plays will shed light
on other ambiguous cases of the pattern in Attic tragedy. 293
The Trachiniae operates as an equivocal example of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesistisis. It could be argued that Heracles, by bringing Iole and violating the integrity of his marriage,
committed hybris, and his tragic death was a consequence acting as a punishment for his sins.
Heracles is already known to have killed his entire family due to the mania instilled in his mind
by Hera. 294 But the context and specific references in the text would neither allow for an
assumption that his tragic death is taking place as a means of punishing his hybris nor that
Deianira is unknowingly and unwillingly an instigator of the tragic cycle. A central theme of the
play is the hero’s helplessness over the tragic outcomes of his lack of knowledge. Due to lack of
knowledge, Deianira kills her husband and eventually kills herself too, because of the enormous
shame she feels for her actions. The tragic realization that the prophecies foretelling his “death
by a dead man” have been fulfilled, allows Heracles to accept his predetermined fate.

293
For the analysis of Trachiniae, see Easterling (1968) 58-69. The heroic values of the play are outlined in the
work of Segal (1977) 99-158. In Philoctetes, see Taplin (1971) 25-44, Schmidt (1973), Easterling (1978) 27-39.
294
Known by the existing tradition, this mythological background is processed in Euripides’ Heracles.
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In Trachiniae, central are the themes of knowledge and time that bring the mutability of
human fortune. Time brings Deianira to the tragic realization that the cloak she sent to Heracles
is poisoned, and Heracles learns too late as well. Great poetic sets of antitheses are apparent in
the Parodos. First, Night is seen giving birth to the Sun and putting him to death (v. 94ff). The
hero perceives the transition from fortune to misfortune and vice versa as a swimmer who is
raised and thrown back by the everlasting waves. In a neat poetic image, this cyclical transition
from good to bad fortune is paralleled with the circular paths of the Bear constellation. 295
In a climactic moment of the play, the Nurse announces Deianira’s suicide by stating that
this new bride, Iole, has given birth to a big Erinys for the house. (vv. 893ff.) Τhese verses are
reminiscent of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon where Helen is also seen as a νυμφόκλαυτος Εrinys, an
avenging spirit set to bring doom and destruction to the house of Priam. 296 This powerful
metaphor alludes to another prevalent theme, “slavery” to sexual passion, which is frequently
perceived as exuberance associated with hybris. But in the play, it is noted that even the best,
bravest, strongest and most successful men are frequently enslaved to their sexual passions
(especially vv. 177ff and 811ff) and thus cannot escape the limitations of their ignorance.
The elements of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis are notably apparent in these
poetic images. The word hybris and its derivatives appear three times in the Trachiniae. The first
reference to the word is the most powerful one. According to Lichas’ false account, Heracles
allegedly became enslaved to the king of Oechalia after killing the king’s son with mischief by
pushing him off the walls of the palace. Heracles was punished by Zeus himself with slavery
because of not fighting him openly, and the reasoning is that “the gods do not tolerate hybris”. 297

295

Τrachiniae v. 129-131: ἀλλ᾿ ἐπὶ πῆμα καὶ χαρὰν / πᾶσι κυκλοῦσιν οἷον Ἄρ- / κτου στροφάδες κέλευθοι.
Aeschylus Agamemnon 699-716. This, of course, is not the only similarity of the Trachiniae with Agamemnon.
Agamemnon, in his victorious return with Cassandra, is remindful of Heracles who returns bringing Iole as his
geras.
297
v. 280: ὕβριν γὰρ οὐ στέργουσιν οὐδὲ δαίμονες.
296
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In this notable and unusual use, ὕβρις describes the violent crime that bore an insult, given
that the two did not engage in direct combat. Hybris appears once more with the meaning of a
violent deed when Heracles himself refers to the army of the Centaurs as hybristen anomon, full
of overwhelming violence. 298 Lichas’ speech is important due to the introduction of Iole in a
scene full of deceit which makes the difference between φαίνεσθαι and εἶναι even sharper while
allowing us to observe a reference to olbos. Deianeira, as soon as Lichas’ speech is complete,
hesitates to rejoice, bearing in mind the old saying that those who are right-minded fear the one
who is fortunate, in case they may one day come to grief. 299
Ate appears six times in the Trachiniae, bearing not only the meaning of ruin but also of
delusion and folly. 300 As early as in v. 264, the phrase atera phreni describes the delusion and
blindness of the mind. Ate is characterized as blind herself in v. 1105 (τυφλῆς ὑπ᾽ ἄτης) and the
result of treacherous evil fate given that μοῖρα προφαίνει δολίαν καὶ μεγάλαν ἄταν (vv. 850851.) Later in v. 999, Heracles uses a poetic phrase referring to ἀκήλητον μανίας ἄνθος, a flower
of ever-growing mania that cannot be appeased, leading to ate. 301 Nemesis indirectly appears in
the play via the verb νέμω. According to Hyllus, Zeus is the one who assigns (νέμει) Heracles’
misfortune, and avenging deities (ἀλάστoρες) are responsible for his sickness. 302 Similarly, tisis
bears the meaning of retribution and punishment, once used by Hyllus who wishes that avenging
Dike and Erinys will punish his mother, and once more in the mouth of the dying Heracles, who
states that both in his life and death, he has always punished wrongdoers. 303

298

v. 888: ἐπεῖδες, ὦ ματαία, τάνδε τὴν ὕβριν; and v. 1096: θηρῶν, ὑβριστήν, ἄνομον, ὑπέροχον βίαν respectively.
vv. 296-297: ὅμως δ᾿ ἔνεστι τοῖσιν εὖ σκοπουμένοις / ταρβεῖν τὸν εὖ πράσσοντα, μὴ σφαλῇ ποτε. This phrase is
alluding to the belief that excessive happiness in life leads to divine jealousy and is soon reversed by evil fortune.
300
v. 264: ἐπεῤῥόθησε, πολλὰ δ᾽ ἀτηρᾷ φρενί, vv. 850-851: ἁ δ᾽ ἐρχομένα μοῖρα προφαίνει δολίαν / καὶ μεγάλαν
ἄταν.vv. 1001-1002: ἰατορίας, ὃς τήνδ᾽ ἄτην / χωρὶς Ζηνὸς κατακηλήσει;, v. 1082: ἔθαλψεν ἄτης σπασμὸς ἀρτίως
ὅδ᾽ αὖ, v. 1104: τυφλῆς ὑπ᾽ ἄτης ἐκπεπόρθημαι τάλας, v. 1274: τῷ τήνδ᾽ ἄτην ὑπέχοντι.
301
The association of ate with mania is vivid in Euripides’ Heracles, where the two terms operate interchangeably.
302
v. 1022: ἔστι μοι ἐξανύσαι βίοτον· τοιαῦτα νέμει Ζεύς and v. 1235: τίς ταῦτ᾿ ἄν, ὅστις μὴ ᾿ξ ἀλαστόρων νοσοῖ.
303
v. 809: τίσαιτ᾽ Ἐρινύς τ᾽. εἰ θέμις δ᾽, ἐπεύχομαι and v. 1111: καὶ ζῶν κακούς γε καὶ θανὼν ἐτισάμην.
299
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Having analyzed traces of the tragic cycle in Trachiniae, the final equivocal case that we
will examine in this section is Philoctetes, where only references to the elements of the sequence
appear and not the tragic cycle itself. In this play, we observe the complete moral transformation
of a suffering and isolated character who is gradually persuaded to rejoin society to heal both his
body and his reputation. The discussion of whether the end justifies the means is common in
Attic tragedy and becomes relevant in Neoptolemus’ deception for the sake of the Greek
expedition in Troy. As in Trachiniae, the themes of knowledge and time are of crucial
importance. Despite the fact that we do not have a sequence of events pointing to the tragic cycle
of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, analyzing the references to these elements will allow us a better
understanding of the terms in Sophocles.
Hybris and its derivatives appear three times in Philoctetes, bearing the meaning of
insolence, outrage and disrespect.304 Ate and its derivatives appear only twice, but here the term
is not only descriptive of ruin, but also delusion and folly. 305 This use appears in v. 706 where
the phrase δακέθυμος ἄτα, i.e. delusion that bites-devours the mind, is referring to the worsening
mental health of Philoctetes. Even though nemesis does not appear as a substantial element of
the plot, the word appears in Philoctetes three times, and in all close to the word θεός, in a
religious context.306 This is a unique occurrence of particular importance in the play, denoting
divine retribution, and rightful god-sent anger. In the three cases that tisis appears, it is used by
Philoctetes to signify repayment of what is due along with punishment. 307 The verb τ(ε)ίσασθε
is repeated twice in v. 1041, where Philoctetes asks the gods to punish the Achaeans.

304

v. 342: αὖθις πάλιν μοι πρᾶγμ᾽, ὅτῳ σ᾽ ἐνύβρισαν., v. 395: ὅτ᾽ ἐς τόνδ᾽ Ἀτρειδᾶν ὕβρις πᾶσ᾽ ἐχώρει. v. 1363:
ἡμᾶς τ᾽ ἀπείργειν, οἵ γέ σου καθύβρισαν.
305
v. 706: δακέθυμος ἄτα, v. 1273: τὰ τόξ᾿ ἔκλεπτες, πιστός, ἀτηρὸς λάθρᾳ.
306
vv. 517-518: πορεύσαιμ᾽ ἂν ἐς δόμους, τὰν θεῶν / νέμεσιν ἐκφυγών., v. 601-602: τίς ὁ πόθος αὐτοὺς ἵκετ᾽; ἢ
θεῶν βία / καὶ νέμεσις, οἵπερ ἔργ᾽ ἀμύνουσιν κακά; ἀλλ᾽ οὐ γὰρ οὐδὲν θεοὶ νέμουσιν ἡδύ μοι.
307
v. 959: φόνον φόνου δὲ ῥύσιον τίσω τάλας, v. 1041: τίσασθε τίσασθ᾽ ἀλλὰ τῷ χρόνῳ ποτὲ.
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5c. Sophoclean Fragments: indications of complete and redefined tragic cycles.
Of the seventy or so plays attributed to Sophocles, only seven have been preserved to us.
Even if an estimated 90% of the Sophoclean plays have been lost, there are still some fragments
that allow us to reach an understanding of verses or plots where the tragic cycle of hybris-atenemesis-tisis is present.308 The themes of hybris and its punishment are either directly present or
are seen through their outcomes, which are outlined in the preserved verses of the selected
fragmentary lines and plots below. Multiple deities are seen punishing hybris, among which
Zeus, Apollo, Artemis, Athena, Poseidon and the Muses too, even if this form of exuberance is
not always insulting the gods. From the Sophoclean fragments, we will refer to Salmoneus, Ajax
the Locrian, Thamyras, Niobe, and some fragments not assigned to any other play that
nevertheless bear significance regarding the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis.
In the fragments of Salmoneus, the story of the Thessalian king of Elis who committed
monumental hybris against Zeus is apparent. A son of god Aeolus, Salmoneus was an impious
and arrogant person who demanded to be worshiped by his people as god Zeus. In the play of
Sophocles, which was most likely a satyr drama, Salmoneus is seen imitating and mocking Zeus’
thunderbolts, by casting torches in the air as “lightning” and driving around in a chariot dragging
bronze kettles, by imitating the sound of Zeus’ thunders. Fragments 538 and 539 likely described
his imitation of Zeus’ thunder and lightning and from the existing Greco-Roman tradition, we
know that these actions, despite their hilarious nature, were severely punished by the god. 309

308

For a selection of the fragments with translation, introductions, and comments, see Lloyd-Jones (1996). Analysis
of verses and critical apparatus of the Sophoclean Fragments cited in this section is offered in the scholarly works
of Radt (1999) and Lloyd-Jones (1996). Noteworthy is the German translation of Willige (1966). Important is the
work of Pearson et al. (2010) on Sophoclean fragments. For an edition of the scholia, see Dindorf (1852).
309
The hilarious deeds of Salmoneus in his staggering impiety, and the punishment of his monumental hybris against
Zeus are also described in Fr. 10c of Ajax the Locrian and in Virgil’s Aeneid 586 ff. According to Virgil’s narrative,
the arrogant king suffered eternal punishment in Tartarus.
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The few fragments preserved from Ajax the Locrian, also known as Ajax “the lesser”, show
evidence of hybris seen as impiety against the gods. Ajax removes Cassandra violently from the
temple dragging her away from the palladium, the statue of Athena, in an action clearly
indicating disrespect to the divine. As per Athena’s will and Poseidon’s intervention, all Greeks
were punished with hardships in their nostoi, as seen in Iliou Persis. Apart from the Epic cycle
describing the tormented return journeys, in the Odyssey 4. 499ff Ajax the Locrian is seen to
commit a second hybris, this time against Poseidon, by boasting that he had made an escape
despite the will of the gods. Sophocles’ play echoes these events, and in Fr. 10c Athena is seen
talking about Ajax’s defiance of her statue and violation of Cassandra in her temple, also
referring to the insolence of Salmoneus and his hybris against Zeus. In Fr. 12, the “golden eye”
of Justice sees and offers requital to the unjust man, while in Fr. 13, we read an observation
regarding human nature, mentioning that “A man is nothing but breath and shadow.” 310
The fragments of Thamyras talk about a Thracian poet who boasted that he could surpass
the Muses with his musical skills. The story appears in the Iliad 2. 594 ff., where we learn that
the punishment of Thamyras was amputation and complete deprivation of his musical skills.
According to other accounts of the story in Euripides’ Rhesus 916ff, after engaging in a music
competition with the Muses, they blinded him as a punishment for his hybris. 311 The preserved
fragments do no provide meaningful accounts of the story, with the exception of Fr. 244, which
could allude to the punishment of Thamyras, with the destruction of the golden horn and the
breaking of the harmony of the strung lyre. 312

310

Fr. 12 from Stobaeus, Anthology 1. 3. 37: τὸ χρύσεον δὲ τᾶς Δίκας / δέδορκεν ὄμμα, τὸν δ᾿ ἄδικον ἀμείβεται.
Fr. 13 ibid. 4. 43. 52: ἄνθρωπός ἐστι πνεῦμα καὶ σκιὰ μόνον.
311
Challenging the gods in a contest was a major cause of hybris, such as in the story of Arachne, who challenged
Athena to a weaving competition. There is no consensus as to the meaning of the word πηρόν, which could mean
either “blinded” or could just be descriptive of the loss of his musical abilities.
312
Plutarch, The Control of Anger 5. 455C: ῥηγνὺς χρυσόδετον κέρας, / ῥηγνὺς δ᾿ ἁρμονίαν χορδοτόνου λύρας.
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The tragic story of Niobe, who lived to see her seven sons and seven daughters killed by
Apollo and Artemis, after boasting to their mother Leto, who had only two children, is the subject
of a lost Sophoclean play. In the few remaining fragments, Niobe’s husband Amphion is
challenging Apollo to combat in order to avenge his children, in an act of hybris and despair,
only to be shot dead by the god. In the remaining verses, Niobe and the Chorus are seen mourning
for the tragic fate and the cruelty of a punishment that did not match the crime of exuberance.
Of course, it was known that Niobe, a daughter of Tantalus, bore within her tragic fate a part of
the inherited guilt of her father, who was responsible for her unfortunate wedding.
In the remaining fragments which are not attributed to any known play, we read a
particularly interesting reference to hybris, and we observe one of the very few cases where the
word ὕβρις is present. In particular, Fr. 786 associates hybris with young age, stating that it is a
characteristic of ἥβη, that dies away later as soon as a person grows up and reaches a state of
sophrosyne (τὸ σῶφρον). This verse is interesting because it provides one additional definition
and characteristic of hybris, and in addition since it poses sophrosyne as its direct opposite. 313
To sum up, in the preserved fragments of Sophocles, we do not have adequate verses to
evaluate the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis as an element of the plot. Nevertheless, from
the preserved synopses and parts of the plays, we are able to observe cases where hybris is
followed by nemesis, as a means of restoring religious order and justice. Notably, hybris in these
fragments does not remain unpunished, and very often, the retribution is much more severe than
the committed crime, as in the case of Niobe and Thamyras. For the remaining parts of these
plays, as it has frequently been stated, we are prisoners of our evidence, and we can approach
their plots only in comparison with other references to the existing tradition.

313

Fr. 786: ὕβρις δέ τοιοὐπώποθ᾿ ἥβης εἰς τὸ σῶφρον ἵκετο, / ἀλλ᾿ ἐν νέοις ἀνθεῖ τε καὶ πάλιν φθίνει.
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6. Conclusion
The tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis operates as a major element of the plot in the
majority of the surviving Sophoclean plays. As expected, the cases where the redefinition of the
tragic cycle takes place in the works of Sophocles are comparatively less and more delicate than
the works of the other Attic tragedians. This is not unrelated to the “pious” nature of Sophocles,
who follows more precisely the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, despite some of its
peculiarities analyzed in this chapter.
These subtle deviations are associated with the predetermined limits of human nature,
along with the most important irreversible element that distinguishes mortals and immortals in
Sophocles: time. The significance of time in connection with human existence is eloquently
described in the Trachiniae, where we read that “tomorrow cannot exist until today is safely
over” (v. 943). Time is changing even the most ever-lasting ideals of heroism as seen in Ajax,
and signifies that nothing is permanent in this ever-changing world. Only exception are the gods:
only Zeus is “unaged by time” as seen in v. 608 of Antigone.
The redefinition of the tragic cycle in Sophocles does not take place due to the replacement
of hybris by the human passions of the gods, or by the elimination of this element of the plot
altogether. Whenever the tragic cycle is traced, with principal examples in Oedipus the King,
Antigone, and Ajax, the element of hybris is present and active. However, the redefinition occurs
due to the fact that forces and elements beyond human powers often initiate this sequence of
events, and are frequently responsible for the heroes’ hybris. The idea of fate or moira, the stark
difference between appearance and reality, and the theme of lack of knowledge are some of the
many motifs associated with significant influence over the path that the heroes follow to
destruction. These motifs in Sophocles occasionally substitute for the elements of the tragic cycle
or assign to them a completely different meaning altogether.
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The Sophoclean heroes are moreover subject to the mutability of human fortune. Oedipus,
Ajax, Antigone, Heracles, and even Philoctetes encounter what appears to be an abrupt change
in their lives which –even if it superficially takes place due to their own freedom of choice- is in
fact regulated by forces beyond human powers. These forces ensure that the heroes stay on the
predetermined paths assigned to them by the existing tradition, and they are brought to these
paths even by taking major steps in an attempt to avoid them.
Αnother very important parameter determining human life in Sophocles is the idea of fate,
which is not meant to be perceived as a predetermined route for one’s life but is mostly seen as
a limitation of human existence. This shows how the two seemingly contradictory notions of fate
on the one hand and freedom of choice on the other, operate in Sophoclean tragedies and
determine the events leading to the tragic cycle. As in the case of Oedipus, hybris can occur due
to an inability of humans to accept their predetermined fate.
Lack of knowledge prevents humans from making informed decisions but is also a means
of accepting inevitable reality in Attic tragedy and in life. 314 The gods are very rarely seen to
appear and directly advise humans in Attic tragedy, a noteworthy exception is seen in Ajax. After
hearing the tragic realization of Odysseus that humans are nothing more than phantoms or a
fleeting shadow, Athena advises him to heed closely the lesson learned by Ajax, and “never utter
an arrogant word against the gods”, given that the mutability of human fortune is enough to
“bring down and raise up again all mortal things, and the gods love those who think sensibly”. 315

314

Lack of knowledge is eloquently described by Socrates, a contemporary of Sophocles. The philosopher adopts
an agnostic position in the Apology (38c-39e) and refutes the fear of death in a simple yet groundbreaking argument:
“Whatever is unknown, ought not to be feared. Death is unknown. Therefore, death ought not to be feared.”
And Socrates goes on: “For to fear death, Athenians, is none other than to seem that one is wise when one is not,
for it means to think that one knows what he does not know. For, truly, no one knows whether death happens to be
the greatest blessing of all; but men fear it as if they knew well that it is the greatest of misfortunes. For an analysis
of the passage, see Munteanu (2012) 52.
315
In vv. 128-133: τοιαῦτα τοίνυν εἰσορῶν ὑπέρκοπον / μηδέν ποτ᾿ εἴπῃς αὐτὸς ἐς θεοὺς ἔπος, / μηδ᾿ ὄγκον ἄρῃ
μηδέν᾿, εἴ τινος πλέον / ἢ χειρὶ βρίθεις ἢ μακροῦ πλούτου βάθει. / ὡς ἡμέρα κλίνει τε κἀνάγει πάλιν / ἅπαντα
τἀνθρώπεια· τοὺς δὲ σώφρονας / θεοὶ φιλοῦσι καὶ στυγοῦσι τοὺς κακούς.
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One important observation that we have to make when commenting on Sophocles’ use of
the tragic cycle is his creative uses and redefinitions of the elements of the tragic cycle. An
example is the very wide spectrum in his definition of hybris: not only exuberance, arrogance,
insult and violence but even the act of Deianira’s suicide, which takes place in clear sorrow and
despair is called hybris (Trachiniae v. 888). Despite the fact that the religious dimension of
hybris is not the only one that appears in Sophocles, the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis
comes upon heroes after a willing or unwilling act of hybris. Even though the divine laws leave
much ground for speculation, especially when they allow for the suffering of pious people who
follow them like Antigone and Haemon, they are still revered by Sophoclean heroes who do not
directly challenge their authority. Zeus, like the rest of the gods, is seen as the only force to exist
beyond the limitations of time, as seen in Antigone (v. 608ff) and Oedipus Colonus (v. 607ff).
Summing up, the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is redefined in a subtle yet
important way in Sophocles’ plays. By introducing forces that affect but do not altogether cancel
free will, the poet creates heroes who constantly fight with the limitations of their own nature,
and through a series of freely chosen steps, they ultimately follow the path of the given tradition.
The presence of hybris in the majority of Sophoclean tragedies is not the main force initiating
the tragic cycle. Nevertheless, the remaining sequence following ate, nemesis and tisis plays a
vital role in the transition of a hero from eutychia to dystychia. The poetic magnitude of
Sophocles lies in the fact that it is neither the poet nor the heroes that ultimately challenge the
gods and the ancient statutes represented in the plays, but the audience of the 5th century BCE is
left to speculate regarding ideals that were evolving in a constantly changing era. It is only in the
tragedies of Euripides that we see a direct challenge to these religious standards, where many of
the unanswered questions in Aeschylus and Sophocles are finally brought to closure.
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Chapter 4: The redefinition of the Tragic Cycle in Euripides.
1. Introduction
Born in 484 B.C.E. in Athens, Euripides lived during the Golden Age of the city. He was
still an infant when the Persian invasion was repulsed, and this military victory secured Athens's
political independence and dominance not only in Greece but also in the Mediterranean.
Symmetrically enough, the end of his life in 406 BCE coincided with the defeat of Athens by
Sparta, at the end of the Peloponnesian War. In between these two wars, tragic drama flourished,
and the plays written at the time depicted the political, cultural and economic advancements of
the city. Accordingly, the creations of the three great tragedians alluded to events associated with
these wars, and the audience of 5th century BCE was fully aware of them.
Aristotle called Euripides “the most tragic of all the poets” (τραγικώτατος τῶν ποιητῶν)
due to the frequently outrageous scenes and the topics that were almost unbearable to the
audience. The philosopher had in mind the Bacchae and cases where the tragic nature of the
events of the play was likely to leave the audience in great distress. 316 This attribute describes
only a part of Euripides’ nature and seems to contradict with views of modern scholarship
regarding aspects of Euripides’ writing that would appertain more to the genre of comedy than
of tragedy. 317 His revolutionary approaches, including the divine, human fate, and the obscure
mechanisms that determine the transition from happiness to misfortune, have been some of the
many reasons that placed him among the most important tragedians of all time.

316

Poet. 1453a: Ἡ μὲν οὖν κατὰ τὴν τέχνην καλλίστη τραγῳδία ἐκ ταύτης τῆς συστάσεώς ἐστι. Διὸ καὶ οἱ Εὐριπίδῃ
ἐγκαλοῦντες τὸ αὐτὸ ἁμαρτάνουσιν ὅτι τοῦτο δρᾷ ἐν ταῖς τραγῳδίαις καὶ αἱ πολλαὶ αὐτοῦ εἰς δυστυχίαν τελευτῶσιν.
Τοῦτο γάρ ἐστιν ὥσπερ εἴρηται ὀρθόν· σημεῖον δὲ μέγιστον· ἐπὶ γὰρ τῶν σκηνῶν καὶ τῶν ἀγώνων τραγικώταται αἱ
τοιαῦται φαίνονται, ἂν κατορθωθῶσιν, καὶ ὁ Εὐριπίδης, εἰ καὶ τὰ ἄλλα μὴ εὖ οἰκονομεῖ, ἀλλὰ τραγικώτατός γε τῶν
ποιητῶν φαίνεται.
317
Comic elements in Euripidean tragedy are extensively discussed by Segal (1995) 46-55 and Gregory (2000) 5974 among others. Also cf. Knox (1986) especially in part 4 for analysis of cases in the so-called “Euripidean
comedy”, referring to Alcestes, Helen, and parts of the Troades as characteristic examples of plays with comic
elements.
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The “unorthodox” and revolutionary writing of Euripides is not unrelated to the era during
which he lived, and his approach towards the gods has been extensively analyzed in recent
scholarship. The idea of divine justice is rather obscure in Euripidean tragedy, where the gods
seem more eager to take vengeance rather than to punish mistakes. 318 Given that these human
attributes were integral characteristics of the deities, we may not perceive as “forbidden”, or
more accurately as inappropriate in the traditional sense of the divine, everything that deviates
from virtue. Instead, we will focus on passions that surpass in intensity, vehemence, and
indignity those of the mortals. As such, human passions of the divine -should we accept their
existence as an important element of the plot in the Euripidean tragedy- will receive our special
attention, since they can substitute for hybris, before the initiation of the tragic cycle. 319
We have already discussed the importance of the tragic sequence or tragic cycle of hybrisate-nemesis-tisis as a means of reestablishing the human and religious order. As we will attempt
to show in this chapter, this process is not always followed in Euripidean tragedy, where the
sequence of events leading men to destruction follows a quite different route. Divine phthonos
and other passions of the divine generate the cycle of punishment and quite often substitute for
hybris and any other wrongdoing of a tragic hero. In this sense, in many representative
Euripidean tragedies the tragic cycle takes place not because of the responsibility of humans but
is still a key element that determines the chain of events that unfold the plot of the tragedy.

318

De Romilly (1986) 35-36ff. A frequent means of divine vengeance is disease (e.g. the revenge of Apollo against
the Achaeans via the plague in the first rhapsody of the Iliad), something that does not appear in the Euripidean
tragedies. For a relevant analysis, see Parker (1983) 235-256. For a complete commentary on Euripides, the works
of Paley (1857-74) in three volumes and the works of Van Looy (1964) and Webster (1967) are valuable.
319
Aristotle attempted to confront a fundamental problem that lies in the core of moral philosophy, and in particular
what is the “equilibrium” when experiencing and thereby expressing passions. In an eloquent answer to Plato, he
declares that the ideal situation for our lives is not apathy; on the contrary, a person should be “as passionate as
needed”. Nic. Eth. 1104b 24ff.: “διὸ καὶ ὁρίζονται τὰς ἀρετὰς ἀπαθείας τινὰς καὶ ἠρεμίας· οὐκ εὖ δέ, ὅτι ἁπλῶς
λέγουσιν, ἀλλ᾽ οὐχ ὡς δεῖ καὶ ὡς οὐ δεῖ καὶ ὅτε, καὶ ὅσα ἄλλα προστίθεται.” Cf. Phys. 246b: “ἑκάστη λέγεται κακία
καὶ ἀρετή, ὑφ’ ὧν ἀλλοιοῦσθαι πέφυκε τὸ ἔχον· ἡ μὲν γὰρ ἀρετὴ ποιεῖ ἢ ἀπαθὲς ἢ ὡδὶ παθητικόν, ἡ δὲ κακία
παθητικὸν ἢ ἐναντίως ἀπαθές”.
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The multitude of cases where the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is broken or
otherwise redefined results, possibly deliberately, in an important statement. As we are going to
observe in this chapter, the redefinition of the tragic cycle in the Euripidean tragedies occurs
more frequently than in the tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles combined. It would not be an
exaggeration to state that Euripides needed to reverse and redefine the customary model of
hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, due the influence of the sophistic thought and the era during which he
lived. We have already mentioned that the very creation of the Parthenon from the misuse of the
funds of the Delian League has been seen frequently by ancient historians as an act of hybris. 320
But the analysis of the multitude of cases in Euripides where the tragic cycle is broken or
redefined casts doubt on this hybris-nemesis model, as in many instances, punishment comes
without due reason from the incomprehensible gods.
In this chapter, we will systematically approach the cases where the tragic sequence is
initiated without a profound presence of hybris, and in particular Heracles, Helen, Hippolytus,
Orestes, also referring to Electra, Andromache, and Iphigeneia at Tauris. In these representative
cases, I will attempt to show that the human passions of the gods substitute for hybris, the first
and foremost element of the tragic cycle. Additionally, I will refer to more ambivalent cases such
as the Bacchae, Troades, Alcestis, Suppliants, and Medea where, despite the fact that hybris
takes place or is implied in the story’s background, the tragic sequence becomes a way of
satisfying the human passions of the gods, and not as a means towards the reestablishment of
justice. Noteworthy Euripidean Fragments such as Bellerophon, Stheneboea, and Peirithoos also
deserve our attention in the evaluation of the redefinition of the tragic sequence and will be
analyzed as means of following the events leading to the restoration of justice and religious order.

320

See the analysis in General Introduction p. 4ff.
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2. The case of Heracles
2a. Human passions substitute for Heracles’ hybris: Hera, Iris, Lyssa.
The case of Heracles provides one of the most characteristic examples of a hero, who faces
the complete tragic sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis, without having committed hybris, and
undergoes the suffering of the tragic sequence as a result of the human passions of the gods. As
we will attempt to show in this section, this very absence of hybris and its replacement by the
human passions of the gods constitutes a clear example of the redefinition of the tragic cycle of
hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. First, I will attempt to show why and how hybris is absent in this case,
and then how the tragic cycle continues precisely from ate all the way to nemesis and tisis, thus
initiated by the human passions of Hera, Iris, and Lyssa. 321
The downfall of the son of Zeus and Alcmene, from the heroic defending of his family to
its tragic slaughter at his own hands is a result of ate, the blindness of his mind. Hera takes full
responsibility, as culpable of murder, for the hideous manslaughter committed by Heracles due
to the mania she breathed in him. 322 The whole surviving tradition reveals the unquenchable fury
of Zeus’ wife, from the sending of the snakes to devour him at this cradle to the continuous
impeding of the hero to perform his superhuman labors. 323 In this case, Euripides emphatically
vests Heracles with his heroic traits at their maximal degree, slightly changing the sequence of
his labors: his destruction by Hera comes right after the completion of his most difficult task,
which maximizes the effect of the punishment since Heracles is degraded right after his aristeia.

321

For the analysis of selected parts of Heracles in this section, see the commentaries of von WilamowitzMoellendorff (1959), Bond (1981), and the study of Kamerbeek (1966) 1-16 regarding the unity of the play.
322
Τhe word μανία may be perceived as a synonym of ate, since it presents similar symptoms and leads to equally
destructive results. Lyssa substitutes for the notion of Ate, and fulfills Hera’s destructive plan.
323
We already know from the Iliad the excessive hatred of the goddess against Heracles, along with her efforts to
cause his delayed birth so as to serve Eurystheus as his slave. Il. 19: 95-129: “ἄρα καὶ τὸν / Ἥρη θῆλυς ἐοῦσα
δολοφροσύνῃς ἀπάτησεν, / ἤματι τῷ ὅτ' ἔμελλε βίην Ἡρακληείην / Ἀλκμήνη τέξεσθαι ἐϋστεφάνῳ ἐνὶ Θήβῃ.”
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Whether Heracles committed hybris by descending to the Underworld in order to fulfill his
most difficult, superhuman labor, or this was just an excuse for Hera, in order to be “justified”
to initiate the tragic cycle upon Heracles, is hard to determine. The hero is nowhere in this tragedy
nor in the known tradition seen to commit hybris, and yet the text itself gives us the relevant
answers in the dialogue between Iris and Lyssa. The messengers of Hera, who fulfill her
destructive plan, are not presented only as imposers of the goddess’s will; they rather seem ready
to evaluate and sensibly process their act, a fact which allows us to distinguish the human
passions that lead their main incentives: Iris shows empathy toward her work, which makes her
morally co-responsible with Hera. Despite the noble features of the messenger of the gods, with
which the existing tradition has vested her, Iris seems not only ready to give her consent but,
more importantly, to support the heinous work she is about to commit.324
The human passions of Iris are not limited to the malicious fulfillment of the brutal
command of Hera. In turn, she attempts to justify her punishing vigor by outlining the necessity
of the imposition of divine power upon mortals, when they surpass their predetermined limits.
Like Heracles, she states, when mortals exceed a specific threshold of honor and glory, they
commit a hybris that has to be punished. 325 In a surprising turn of the plot, Lyssa (i.e. rabies)
expresses her objection against the future torments of Heracles, a move that prima facie appears
to come in contrast with her very nature. Her initial concerns evolve in an exhortation to Hera to
reassess her aims, by taking into account not only the heroic but also the moral presence of
Hercules, who is a particularly shining example of honor among gods and mortals.

324

In an event surprising for her noble nature, Iris admits that she feels the same hatred for the hero as Hera, or even
more. Cf. Her. 832: “παῖδας κατακτείναντι, συνθέλω δ' ἐγώ”, vv. 840-841: “γνῷ μὲν τὸν ῞Ηρας οἷός ἐστ' αὐτῷ
χόλος, μάθῃ δὲ τὸν ἐμόν”. and vv. 855: “Μὴ σὺ νουθέτει τά θ' ῞Ηρας κἀμὰ μηχανήματα”.
325
But the initiation of the tragic cycle because of Heracles’ hybris is difficult even for Lyssa to believe, and only
provides an excuse for satisfying the human passions of the gods. Cf. Her. 841-842: “ἢ θεοὶ μὲν οὐδαμοῦ, / τὰ θνητὰ
δ' ἔσται μεγάλα, μὴ δόντος δίκην”.
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The word ὕβρις and its derivatives appear eight or so times in Heracles, mostly denoting
violence and its results. 326 In a more interesting case, where hybris is part of an apparent tragic
cycle, the word is used by Amphitryon in the sense of “outrage” committed upon him in his
bereavement by Lycus. 327 This, among others, allows for the open expectation of the audience
that the punishment of Lycus will follow later in the play, in a mini-tragic-cycle, which is
properly fulfilled only a few verses later: Lycus is indeed going to pay with his life the outrages
(ὕβρεις) he committed against men better than himself.
Only two verses earlier, this abrupt change of fortune or μεταβολὰ κακῶν in v. 735-8, in
the mouth of the Chorus is going to be placed close to the justice and the tide-turning fate of the
gods. This justice is quick to punish Lycus’ hybris in an abrupt plot twist: Heracles returns from
the Underworld while considered dead, and Lycus, who once was alive and disrespected men
better than himself, will head for the Underworld.
After the substitution of hybris with the human passions of Hera, Iris, Lyssa, the tragic
cycle continues as expected with ate. The word μανία has frequently been attributed to ate, as
its synonym, since mania is not simply a state of evil but a form of delusion where the person
has lost insight and as a result commits unacceptable actions. Plato analyzes the term in great
detail, linking it to both hubris and ate, as a state completely opposite to sophrosyne. 328

326

For an analysis of arete and bia in Euripides’ Heracles, see Chalk (1962) 7-18. First, the word hybris is used by
Amphitryon as an adjective describing the Centaurs as violent four-legged creatures (v. 181: τετρασκελές θ'
ὕβρισμα, Κενταύρων γένος). Later, the Chorus uses ὑβρίζειν as a verb denoting Lykos’ attempt to kill the wife and
children of Heracles (vv. 260-1: ἀπέρρων δ' ἔνθεν ἦλθες ἐνθάδε ὕβριζ, 313: ἦν τίς σ' ὑβρίζων, ῥαιδίως ἔπαυσά τἄν).
Later on, Megara woefully uses the word ὕβρισμα, referring to her own children as subject to insult, mockery, and
death. (458-9: πολεμίοις δ᾿ ἐθρεψάμην ὕβρισμα κἀπίχαρμα καὶ διαφθοράν.) Interestingly enough, we observe a
climactic scale of these three nouns: first “insult”, then “malicious glee”, and finally “kill”.
327
Her. 707-8: ἄναξ, διώκεις μ᾿ ἀθλίως πεπραγότα, ὕβριν θ᾿ ὑβρίζεις ἐπὶ θανοῦσι τοῖς ἐμοῖς·. Hybris here appears
twice, echoed by the repetition of the word with the cognate accusative, emphatically denoting an act of inhumane
disrespect towards the mourning of Amphitryon, carried out by Lycus. This, among others, allows for the open
expectation of the audience that the punishment of Lycus will follow later in the play.
328
Cf. Nussbaum (2001) 204-205 in the analysis of several passages of the Republic, where mania is called a kind
of viciousness, while frequently linked with delusion and folly 53906, 573A-B, etc. which for our analysis may be
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Despite the fact that the notions of folly, delusion, and mania play a central role in
Heracles, the word ἄτη appears in only two verses throughout the play. 329 Here the popular
translation of ate as “ruin” and yet twice, misses the mark that these verses would like to achieve.
It was not ruin but a delusion, blindness of mind, and clearly a synonym for mania as previously
discussed, that was brought upon Heracles by Hera. This event reminds the audience yet again:
it was an ἄτη from high heaven (θεόθεν) a clear creation of the gods, that rushed upon the house
and the lives of his poor children - resulting in the tragic slaughter of Heracles’ family. It is only
close to the end of the tragedy, when Heracles speaks of himself and his misfortune where he
uses the word ἄτη referring to the result of his previous delusion, which is ruin indeed (v. 1284:
οὐ γὰρ ἄτας εὐπροσηγόρους ἔχω).
It is particularly interesting that the words νέμεσις and τίσις do not appear in this play. The
absence of the Greek words, however, should not be misleading, since these terms still operate
as elements of the plot. It was a rightful nemesis, an indignation that resulted in the death of
Lycus from the gods themselves (tisis) who are the ones regulating the tide-turning fate (735-8).
And it was the un-rightful nemesis of the same gods that resulted to the mania and the death of
the family of Heracles (tisis: problematic this time). But the space between the two cases is vast
indeed. No person in the audience, hearing the wrenching description of the Messenger regarding
the slaughter of Heracles’ family would need to hear the words nemesis and tisis, in order to
perceive them as results of divine wrongdoing. This among others shapes Heracles’ views of the
divine, which are extensively outlined by Euripides in verses 1255-1395. 330

regarded as a synonym of ate. Interestingly enough, mania has also been characterized as hubris by Plato (id. 400B2
and Crat. 404A4). Relevant but more self-induced is the mania of Medea, analyzed later in section 6b here.
329
In response to the exangelos, the Chorus exclaims the word ate twice in the same verse, in order to emphatically
outline that (vv. 918-9) πῶς πᾶσι στενακτὸν ἄταν ἄταν / πατέρος ἀμφαίνεις; (“How can you make clear to us the
father’s ate, / an ate to make all groan aloud?”). The translation of ate here as “ruin” as seen above, is problematic.
330
Heracles’ view of the divine is analogous to the view of Bellerophon, who denies the existence of unjust deities
all together, by noting that if gods do shameful deeds, they are not gods. Also see pp. 41-43 here for this analysis.
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2b. “A god, if indeed a god, needs no one”. Heracles’ view of the divine.
In a well-known parable reported in Xenophon’s Memorabilia 2.1.21-34, initially
attributed to Prodicus, Socrates narrates how the young Heracles is visited in the crossroads by
Κακία and Ἀρετή (Vice and Virtue), who offer him a choice between a pleasant and easy life or
a severe but glorious life respectively. The choice of Heracles was the road of Arete, outlining
that the hero’s physical strength goes along with his ability to exercise wisdom in life. These
very traits appear again in the dialogue of Theseus with Heracles in vv. 1255-1395 near the end
of the play. This passage deserves special attention because it allows us to observe Heracles’ and
behind him Euripides’ views regarding the nature of the divine, eventually offering supporting
evidence that the tragic cycle in this play is redefined by the human passions of the gods. 331
The audience knows Theseus, the king of Athens, who is freed from Hades by Heracles
himself. He arrives at a critical moment in the play and tries to console the hero assuring him
that no spirit of divine vengeance (ἀλάστωρ) is able to pollute his friendship. But Heracles cannot
be comforted easily, stating that he would only deserve suicide since “Zeus, whoever Zeus may
be, begot me as an object of Hera’s hatred” (vv. 1263-4) he says. But Theseus bluntly responds
that no human remains untouched by ill fortune, and no god either, if the poets’ stories are true.
Since the gods routinely engage in adulteries, dishonor their fathers and commit any possible sin
that humans could know of -but still continue to live on Olympus and endure their crimes- why
should Heracles, a mere mortal, judge himself harder than the gods do? Theseus offers him
cleansing and hospitality in Athens, assuring him that he will be honored as a hero in the city.

331

The philosopher Xenophanes (570-480 BC) was one of the first critics of religious anthropomorphism, as it was
progressively shaped by Homer and Hesiod, demonstrating its negative traits and stressing monotheism. One of his
most substantial arguments is based on the paradox of the birth of the “eternal” gods, which places a finite timeline
in their existence. Furthermore, peoples with different characteristics, such as the Ethiopians, tend to attribute their
own physical traits, e.g. the color of their skin, to the deities they worship. In this sense, he says, if other living
creatures had the ability to depict their thoughts into images, their deities would have an image similar to their own
form: e.g. the horses would paint their gods as horses, etc. Cf. Fr. B11-16 DK.
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But Heracles is unable to be consoled by these arguments, stating that “As far as I am
concerned, I do not believe the gods have forbidden loves or bind each other with chains or that
one is master of another. A god, if he is truly a god, needs nothing. These are the wretched tales
of the poets”. 332 This shocking declaration is powerful enough to deny the existence of the
Olympian gods altogether since a good part of them were products of Zeus’ adulteries – all
including Heracles himself, who is also the product of divine adultery, haunted for his entire
lifetime by Hera, the jealous wife. 333 But there is more. This declaration would sound much more
shocking to an audience that has observed the cruelty of Iris and Lyssa in their punitive action,
while Heracles has not. This essentially creates a very powerful tragic irony that makes Heracles’
declaration even more wrong, yet even more powerful. 334
After all that has taken place throughout the play, Heracles denies the existence of the
deities that wrongfully treated him altogether, by canceling and refuting their anthropomorphic
dimension. 335 The tradition, as a vehicle for religion, seems to be all wrong according to the
words of the very hero who suffered their fiercest passions. This leads us once again to the
conclusion that in the case of Heracles, with the absence of the hero’s hybris, we have a vivid
example of the breaking of the tragic cycle, since the human passions of the gods -that according
to Heracles should not even exist,- are responsible for the pain that came upon him and his
family. 336

332

vv. 1341-6: δεῖται γὰρ ὁ θεός, εἴπερ ἔστ᾿ ὀρθῶς θεός, / οὐδενός· ἀοιδῶν οἵδε δύστηνοι λόγοι.
The analysis of Easterling-Knox (1985) 322ff. interestingly places these declarations in context, stating that
Euripides “was attempting to show citizens bred on traditional views… that such conceptions of the gods should
offend them.” This analysis is based on the study of Conacher (1967) 51ff, who analyzes myth, themes, and structure
of the Euripidean drama. The presence of amoral gods who treat humans without justice is an indirect yet particularly
strong critique of them and via the declaration of Heracles challenges their very existence.
334
The emphasis given on this statement starts since the beginning of the play. The god-sent destruction sent to the
hero is harshly criticized much earlier by Amphitryon, who in vv. 341-7 condemns Zeus for abandoning Heracles’
family despite his ability to “steal secretly in women’s beds”, calling him an ignorant god (ἀμαθής τις εἶ θεὸς).
335
Lawrence (1998) 129-146 analyzes vv. 1340-1346 in great depth, offering insight into the idea of god in this
play. Cf. also Xenophanes (B10 DK): “οὐδενὸς δεῖται οὐδὲ προσδέχεται οὐδενός τι, ἀλλ᾿ ἄπειρος καὶ ἀδέητος”.
336
For a detailed analysis of this phrase much discussed in bibliography, see Papadopoulou (2005) 85-116.
333
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2c. The tragic cycle redefined in Euripides’ Heracles.
Following the analysis in this chapter, Euripides’ Heracles can be seen as a representative
example where the tragic cycle is clearly broken or redefined. The hero faces the complete tragic
sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis, without having committed hybris, and undergoes the suffering of
the tragic sequence as a result of the human passions of the gods. The downfall of Heracles starts
after his most heroic point of aristeia, right after the completion of his most difficult labor. Even
though there is no hybris committed by Heracles, as a result of ate and mania deliberately sent
to him by Hera via Iris and Lyssa, he will proceed to the tragic slaughter of his own family. The
events in this play can be schematically seen as follows:

Τhe tragic cycle redefined in Euripides’ Heracles

*the absence of hubris indicates a redefinition of the tragic cycle in Heracles, as described below.
A. Heracles’ olbos and eutychia before the events of the tragedy: his highest labor and heroism.
1. Absence of hybris. Hybris is substituted/replaced by the human passions of Hera, Iris, Lyssa.
2. Ate, the blindness of mind falls upon Heracles, through the intervention of Iris and Lyssa.
3. Nemesis, the wrath of Hera falls upon him. Heracles kills his wife and children.
4. Tisis: problematic. Does not lead to the re-establishment of justice: pleases Hera.
A’. Heracles reaches a state of dystychia, ready to commit suicide but is consoled by Theseus.
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3. The case of Helen
3a. The model of excessive beauty as hybris.
The case of Helen provides another characteristic example of a heroine, who was held
responsible for the remaining tragic cycle of ate-nemesis-tisis, without having committed hybris,
and like the case of Heracles, undergoes the suffering of the tragic sequence as a result of the
human passions of the gods. As we will attempt to show in this section, this very absence of
hybris and its replacement by the human passions of the gods, constitutes a clear example of the
redefinition of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. First, I will attempt to show why and
how Helen’s hybris is absent in this case, and then how the tragic cycle continues precisely from
the ate of the Greeks and Trojans all the way to nemesis and tisis, according to the changes that
Euripides performs on the well-known myth. 337
Helen has frequently been characterized as rather a melodrama, a romantic play along the
lines of other creations of Euripides, such as Iphigeneia at Tauris and even the extinct
Andromeda. The masterful recognition scenes, the powerful presence of gods ex-machina, and
even a few humorous remarks found throughout the play are results of skillful dramaturgy, even
though they often deviate from the genre and “norm” of tragedy. 338 Characteristic is also the
influence of sophistic thought, in a play where Euripides challenges not only the view of the
divine but also the role of women and the reliability of prophecies, while constructing his work
on the fundamental differences between appearance and reality, the φαίνεσθαι and εἶναι.

337

For the analysis of selected parts of Helen, see the commentaries of Dale (1967), Kannict (1969), Weil (1905),
and Matthiessen (1964), who explores this play comparatively with Electra and Iphigenia at Tauris.
338
Knox (1985) 317ff. discusses how New Comedy took over some of these Euripides’ techniques. Along these
lines is the study of Burnett (1960) 151-63, who describes Helen as a “comedy of ideas”. Lesky (1966) 386-7 notes
that the question whether Helen is a tragedy or not is a superficial one, because the audience of the age of Euripides
would not understand it at all. For them, a play in the Dionysia with a topic taken from myth would undoubtedly be
a “tragedy” without the need for tragic events of the scale of Aeschylus’ Oresteia. In the exact opposite terms,
Nietsche in The birth of tragedy (esp. Ch. 11 and 12) accuses Euripides of actually “killing” the ancient Greek
tragedy.
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The characterization of beauty as a curse is a revolutionary statement by Euripides. Helen
herself very frequently blames her beauty not only for her own sufferings but also for the plights
of the Greeks, even though in the eyes of the audience, the absence of any wrongdoing on her
behalf is substituted by the human passions of the gods. The myth has it that Aphrodite, Hera,
and Athena organized a beauty contest with human measures and a bribed judge. Then later on,
according to Euripides’ version, Hera herself decided to take vengeance on Paris and replaced
the promised wife with a phantom of the air. Hera bears once again all the human elements that
are characteristic of a deceived woman, whose human passions lead her to seek vengeance, thus
substituting for hybris in the tragic cycle of ate-nemesis-tisis that followed. 339
Even though much has been written by Homer and his descendants about the beauty of
Helen, this trait is nowhere in the given tradition treated as hybris. 340 Homer, in his unparalleled
poetic technique, deliberately does not provide a clear description of Helen, willingly allowing
the reader to think of what they would consider as the most beautiful woman on the face of the
planet. “It is not to blame”, Priam says at the beginning of the Iliad, “that for a woman like her
both the Greeks and the Trojans suffer for so long. She terribly looks like the immortal gods”. 341
The adverb αἰνῶς, translated here as “terribly”, bears within it the characteristic of awe, which
many centuries later will signify a per se category of sublime beauty in modern aesthetics. 342

339

Hel. 27-8: “Τοὐμὸν δὲ κάλλος, εἰ καλὸν τὸ δυστυχές, / Κύπρις προτείνασ'... νικᾷ”.
The beauty of Helen has inspired Greek thought and art: Stesichorous in his Odes, Homer in the Iliad, Gorgias
in his Helene’s Egkomion, Plato in his Phaedros, and even Aristotle, are some among the many that spoke about
Helen. It is noteworthy that her beauty is nowhere vied as hybris in the given tradition.
341
Il. 3. 156-8: “οὐ νέμεσις Τρῶας καὶ ἐϋκνήμιδας Ἀχαιοὺς / τοιῇδ᾽ ἀμφὶ γυναικὶ πολὺν χρόνον ἄλγεα πάσχειν· /
αἰνῶς ἀθανάτῃσι θεῇς εἰς ὦπα ἔοικεν·”. In 3. 362-380, after pointing out to Priam the most important figures and
generals of the Achaeans, Helen concludes by using the phrase εἴ ποτ' ἔην γε, which is a brilliant formula with a
staggering meaning “if I ever was”, meaning “if these things really happened.” This phrase casts doubt on Helen’s
very existence, and expresses even in Homer her difficulty in believing her own strange situation.
342
In his Critique of Judgement, Kant performs a “judgement of the beautiful”, where he distinguishes the two main
kinds of beauty: first the Beautiful (pulchrum), characterized by correct analogies in form and appearance, like a
rose, a sunset, etc. Then the Sublime, a higher, incomprehensible form of beauty, that has within it the element of
danger and awe, such as a lightning or a tempest. This αἰνῶς that Homer uses signifies a category of beauty higher
than the Beautiful, mostly appertaining to the Sublime: a superhuman beauty, alike a god’s, that could cause ruin.
340
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“We love beauty in simplicity”, Pericles will say in his funeral oration.343 And it was not
only the beauty of Helen but other cases of extreme beauty, like the song of the Sirens in the
Odyssey that are left without a clear description. 344 This is a neat poetic instrument that is used
in order to make their beauty classical, enduring over the centuries. But still, this excessive, and
often dangerous form of beauty, has never been characterized as hybris, insult, sin or attribute of
an overbearing person. It would also not be wrong to state that their very description would
suggest a case of hybris from the poet himself since poets were often seen as not at all
independent from their creations. 345 Analyzing the reasons why this archetype of beauty was
seen by the Greeks as unfaithful and prone to adultery, is something that goes beyond the limits
of this research, and could only be explained by a series of anthropological studies. But the Greek
tradition has also given us the opposite pole of the “unfaithful Helen”, the faithful Penelope.
This view, among others, is reversed in Euripides’ play. In Euripides’ Helen, the absence
of the heroine’s hybris coincides with a remarkable poetic achievement: the heroine is able to
change her “fate”, in the sense that the poet deviates from the path of knowledge we have
received by tradition. Helen does not reconfirm the knowledge of the audience about the events
that took place, but following a surprising poetic achievement is able to regain her lost dignity
and respect in the eyes of the Greeks, thus impressively reforming the known myth itself. As we
will see in the following section, the absence of hybris is followed by the complete tragic cycle
of ate, nemesis, tisis, this time entangling the Greeks and Trojans to its destructive force.

343

Thuc. 2.40.1: φιλοκαλοῦμέν τε γὰρ μετ' εὐτελείας.
Even though we do not have a description of the Sirens’ song, In Xenophon’s Memorabilia (2. 6. 11-13), Socrates
recites to Critoboulus the first verses of the song of the Sirens to Odysseus: “Come here, Odysseus, you great glory
of the Acheans” (cf. Od. 12. 184). As Socrates mentions, the Sirens were smart enough not to repeat the same words
to every person, but they rather said what each person wanted to hear. To Odysseus, who was fond of glory, they
said this in particular. It is the rhythm of the song that we do not actually know, exactly as we do not have a clear
description of Helen’s physical traits. But Critoboulus, in a hilarious response, doubts that the flatteries of the Sirens
would appertain to everyone, especially since the Sirens targeted one’s weaknesses: if a short and ugly person was
flattered for his beauty and height, he says, then this would rather sound as an insult.
345
The example of Stesichorous, who was blinded due to his Ode against Helen, is famous in Greek tradition.
344
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3b. Greeks and Trojans in a ten-year “ate” and Helen’s punishment.
We have already examined why Helen’s beauty cannot be perceived as hybris in Euripides.
But the replacement of the heroine with a phantom leads to the delusion of both the Greeks and
the Trojans, who fought against one another a ten-year war for the sake of a spirit of the air. 346
This large-scale delusion, in this context, could be seen as an ate sent by Hera, which comes to
an end only after the completion of the tragic sequence, carried out through the destruction of
the Trojans and the eventual death of Paris. These events are consistent with nemesis and tisis,
bringing the fulfillment of the tragic cycle. The replacement of Helen with a phantom,
automatically alleviates her moral responsibility for the war, since she remained in Egypt while
suffering both the causes and effects of this tragic cycle due to the human passions of the gods. 347
In Helen, the human passions of the divine are interrelated with the breaking of the
expected route of the tragic cycle. Characteristic is the speech of the therapon who brings the
news that Helen’s eidolon vanished in the air. In vv. 744-755, we are able to see a repudiation
of the role of the prophets, and consequently, the presence of the gods throughout this war. The
servant notes that Helenus and Calchas should have known that the Greeks and the Trojans
engaged in a ten-year war where so many died for a mere phantom of the air. Or, even worse,
maybe the truth was deliberately concealed “because the god did not wish the truth known”
(v.752). In any case, the messenger calls prophecy “one of life’s foolish traps”, mentioning that
being intelligent and planning ahead is the only way of telling the future (vv. 755-7). 348

346

The word εἴδωλον, translated here as phantom, could also be described as a reflected image, spirit, or idol. The
crucial difference between φαίνεσθαι and εἶναι, appearance and reality, is a common motif and important element
of the plot in Helen. Relevant is the analysis of Solmsen (1934) 119-21 and Segal (1971) 553-614.
347
Hel. 31-34: “Ἥρα δὲ μεμφθεῖσ' οὕνεκ' οὐ νικᾷ θεάς, / ἐξηνέμωσε τἄμ' Ἀλεξάνδρῳ λέχη, / δίδωσι δ' οὐκ ἔμ', ἀλλ'
ὁμοιώσασ' ἐμοὶ /εἴδωλον ἔμπνουν οὐρανοῦ ξυνθεῖσ' ἄπο”.
348
Euripides’ scorn of prophecies is characteristic of the influence that the sophistic thought exercised on him. It
also comes in sharp contrast with the plays of Sophocles where their validity is frequently confirmed in the end. For
a relevant analysis, see Easterling-Knox (1985) 321ff.
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In terms of the textual evidence, the word hybris appears in one verse only in this play,
echoed twice, by Helen. In response to Menelaus, who asks if someone is threatening to marry
his own wife, she responds positively, stating that Theoclymenos commits an outrage against his
rights, also directed against her. 349 Even though the Greeks and the Trojans fell victim to a tenyear ate by fighting for a phantom of the air, the word itself does not appear in this play at all.
But the abduction of Helen by Paris has frequently been described as ate in many other
tragedies. 350 Similarly, no references to the word nemesis appear, but the word tisis appears once,
in a crucial moment near the end of the play. Theonoe, the pious priestess, who by her very name
(< θεός+νοῦς) is connected with divine wisdom, soon agrees to allow Helen to leave freely with
her husband. Committing an adikia is an act that provokes punishment, τίσις, not only in the
world of the living but also in the afterlife: even the deceased, she says, who inhabit the aether,
i.e. the higher air, have an eternal sensation and could feel this punishment.351
Summing up, the sufferings of Helen, from her abduction from the ancestral land to her
embarrassment in the minds of the Greeks, appear to coincide with the events of the tragic cycle
of ate-nemesis-tisis. Even if her superhuman beauty was god-like in many aspects, according to
Homer, it still remains an inherent trait for which she cannot be accused of hybris. In turn, the
heroine is punished for a sin she did not actually commit, as per Euripides, given that she was
replaced by a phantom. In this sense, the tragic cycle is redefined in Helen because of the absence
of hybris, and its replacement by the human passions of Aphrodite and Hera. 352

349

Hel. 785: Ὕβριν θ' ὑβρίζειν εἰς ἔμ', ἣν ἔτλην ἐγώ.
Andr. 103-4: Ἰλίῳ αἰπεινᾷ Πάρις οὐ γάμον ἀλλά τιν' ἄταν/ ἀγάγετ' εὐναίαν εἰς θαλάμους Ἑλέναν. Also, in Iph.
Taur. her wedding is mentioned together with the word hybris: τούς θ᾽ ὑβρισθέντας γάμους / Ἑλένης μετελθεῖν (vv.
13-14) Also, in Orestes we see Helen facing divine nemesis: Διὰ δίκας ἔβα θεῶν / νέμεσις ἐς Ἑλέναν. (1361-2)
351
Hel. vv. 1013-6: Καὶ γὰρ τίσις τῶνδ' ἐστὶ τοῖς τε νερτέροις / καὶ τοῖς ἄνωθεν πᾶσιν ἀνθρώποις· ὁ νοῦς / τῶν
κατθανόντων ζῇ μὲν οὔ, γνώμην δ' ἔχει / ἀθάνατον εἰς ἀθάνατον αἰθέρ' ἐμπεσών.
352
Hel. 25: “: Ἥρα Κύπρις τε διογενής τε παρθένος, μορφῆς θέλουσαι διαπεράνασθαι κρίσιν”. As seen above, the
large-scale scheme of ate-nemesis-tisis can be confirmed by the ten-year Trojan war. With respect to the
interpretation of the role of the divine in Helen, see Allan (2008) 61-65.
350
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3c. The tragic cycle redefined in Euripides’ Helen.
Following the analysis in this section, Euripides’ Helen can be seen as another example
where the tragic cycle is broken or redefined. The heroine is not responsible for hybris because
of her superhuman beauty, which as an inherited trait is not to blame; in turn, hybris here is
substituted by the human passions of the goddesses who participated in a “rigged” beauty
contest, thus entangling the mortals into a cycle of suffering. The breaking of the tragic cycle
occurs given that the remaining sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis takes place to the dismay of the
Trojans and the Greeks, who are lead in a vain ten-year war, while Helen remains in Egypt. The
events in this play can be schematically represented as follows:

Τhe tragic cycle redefined in Euripides’ Helen could be seen as follows:

*the absence of hybris indicates a redefinition of the tragic cycle in Helen, as analyzed below.
A. Helen’s eutychia before the tragedy: the world’s most beautiful woman married to a king.
1. Absence of hybris: replaced by the human passions of Aphrodite, in a rigged beauty contest.
2. Ate, delusion falls upon the Greeks and Trojans: a ten-year war for a phantom of the air.
3. Nemesis, the wrath of the gods in the war, death of Paris, problematic nostoi, the casualties.
4. Tisis: problematic. Does not lead to the re-establishment of religious order: pleases Hera.
A’. Helen, along with the Trojans and Greeks, reaches a state of dystychia due to the Trojan war.
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4. The case of Hippolytus
4a. Extreme modesty as a substitute for hybris.
The case of Hippolytus will allow us to observe another characteristic example of a hero,
who faces the complete tragic sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis, without having committed hybris.
Both the main hero and Phaedra undergo the suffering of the tragic sequence as a result of the
human passions of the gods. As we will attempt to show in this section, this very absence of
hybris and its replacement by the human passions of Aphrodite and the inability of Artemis to
intervene, constitutes a clear example of the redefinition of the tragic cycle. First, we will
examine how and why hybris is absent in this case, and then the way that this sequence continues
precisely from ate all the way to nemesis and tisis, thus initiated by Aphrodite. 353
In order to accuse Hippolytus of hybris, one should state that excessive modesty, in this
case, may be taken as such. But this would be by definition difficult to state, since hybris is the
result of excessive arrogance and pride, insult or outrage, and not of extreme modesty or piety,
which remain positive traits, even in excess. Euripides himself praises humility in the Bacchae,
stating that “Humility, a sense of reverence before the sons of heaven -of all the prizes that a
mortal man might win, these, I say, are wisest; these are best” (v. 1150). In turn, the contrasting
values of Aphrodite and Artemis, along with their human passions, play a key role in the tragic
development of the events that lead Phaedra and Hippolytus to their deaths. 354 Following these,
even if the notion of modesty in Hippolytus’ opening speech is taken to its extremes, resembling
an obsession with purity and piety (cf. vv. 73-78), it is still far from being considered hybris.

353

For this analysis of selected parts of Hippolytus, see the commentaries of Weil (1905), Barrett (1964), Knox
(1979a) and Winnington-Ingram (1960). The discussion of MacDowell (1976) 14-31, along with the frequently
contrasting analysis of Fisher (1976) 177-193, (1979) 32-47, (1992), and Cairns (1996) 1-32 are equally important
in determining the presence or absence of hybris in the case of Hippolytus, along with its use in comparison with
other plays.
354
For the interpretative and comparative analysis of the goddesses presented in this tragedy, see Luschnig (1980)
89-100. For the characteristic traits and the influence of Aphrodite, see Zeitlin (1985).
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Already in the Prologue of the play, Aphrodite proclaims her desire to take vengeance
against the young hero, who believes that she is the worst of all gods because of her
wantonness. According to the goddess, the potential envy because of the excessive worship of
Artemis by Hippolytus is not the motivation for her actions. The hero’s abstinence from sexual
pleasures, his excessive excellence, and his prudent actions are not by themselves enough to
produce the goddess’s envy. 355 In turn, the main cause of her vengeance is ἁμαρτία, the error or
sin that he committed against her by defying and not taking into account her divinity. 356
Aphrodite deliberately causes Phaedra's insatiable erotic passion for Hippolytus, and the
emotions of the heroine bear the distinctive characteristics of ate.
Aphrodite in Hippolytus is frequently seen together with the merciless Dionysus in the
Bacchae, or the Athena in Troades, as eager to punish disrespect.357 These are some among the
many instances in Euripides where the gods appear no better or frequently worse than humans.
Hippolytus, at the end of the play, is going to forgive his father who engineered his death in an
unjust way, yet Aphrodite remains relentless. This indirect yet apparent criticism of the poet in
the existing mythological tradition is a product of the sophistic thought, which is clearly present
in Euripides’ plays. In this respect, noteworthy is the despair of the servant who addresses
Aphrodite, and refers to the deities by noting that “the gods should be wiser than humans”. 358 Of
course, the term sophia, an equivalent of sophrosyne and moderation, was not the main
characteristic of Aphrodite, the goddess of irrational love passion, who is the one to engineer the
death of two mortals even though she admits that at least one of them is innocent.

355

Hipp. 20: “Τούτοισι μὲν νῦν οὐ φθονῶ˙ τί γάρ με δεῖ;”. But the goddess’s extensive and detailed reference to
these very attributes of Hippolytus, if seen together with her following actions, could suggest exactly the opposite.
356
For an analysis of the concept of hamartia in Aristotle and Greek Tragedy, and the transition of this concept
from “mistake of fact” to “moral error”, see Stinton (1975) 221-254.
357
This is, among others, the opinion of Easterling-Knox (1985) 323ff. In this dissertation, I will treat each of
these cases differently, given the peculiarity of each case with regards to the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesistisis.
358
v. 120: σοφωτέρους γὰρ χρὴ βροτῶν εἶναι θεούς. Similar is Cadmus’ declaration in v. 1348 of the Bacchae.
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The irrational nature of the gods also comes in contrast with the self-realization of Phaedra
who -right in the middle of her irrational love passion for Hippolytus- still appears aware of the
limitations of her human nature, and admits that even though “We know what is right, we
recognize it clearly, yet we do not achieve it”. 359 This passion, which has control over her
otherwise prudent mind, will soon turn her love for Hippolytus into self-destructiveness and hate.
At the same time, Hippolytus is driven by a stable rationale, which he will preserve until the end
of his life. Despite the fact that in v. 612 is seen to say that “My tongue has sworn an oath but
my mind is free” it is his determination not to break his oath that leads him to his death.
This sharp contrast between the moral attributes of humans and the gods throughout this
tragedy leads us to the conclusion that the concept of punishment leans towards the vindictive
restoration of divine authority rather than an attempt to put the divine law into practice. It is not
the punishment of a supposed hybris, stemming from Hippolytus’ extreme modesty the reason
for Aphrodite’s punishment: from the very first verses of the tragedy, she takes full responsibility
for the devastating love of Phaedra, whose life is less important than the fulfillment of the
goddess’ vengeance against the hero. 360
The passions of Aphrodite, which substitute for hybris, come in vivid contrast with the
image of Artemis, who remains invulnerable to her; but of course, humans are not. 361 As we are
going to see in the following section, the remaining tragic cycle is cast upon the heroes, with ate
leading Phaedra to delusion through an irrational love passion, nemesis following their
punishment, and a problematic tisis, where two innocent people lose their lives in order to satisfy
an unjust and irreversible divine passion.
359

vv. 380-1: “ἃ χρήστ᾿ ἐπιστάμεσθα καὶ γιγνώσκομεν / οὐκ ἐκπονοῦμεν.
Hipp. 47-50: “ἡ δ' εὐκλεὴς μὲν ἀλλ' ὅμως ἀπόλλυται Φαίδρα˙ / τὸ γὰρ τῆσδ' οὐ προτιμήσω κακὸν / τὸ μὴ οὐ
παρασχεῖν τοὺς ἐμοὺς ἐχθροὺς ἐμοὶ / δίκην τοσαύτην ὥστε μοι καλῶς ἔχειν”.
361
Artemis, as well as Athena and Hestia not only constitute the personified symbols of purity and restraint from
passions according to tradition, but they are rather the models of spiritual and moral purity.
360
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4b. Respecting one god or disrespecting another: hybris of the gods.
We have already examined how Hippolytus’ extreme modesty may not be perceived as
hybris. Even though the initiation of the tragic cycle took place by the replacement of this
element with the human passions of Aphrodite, and eventually leads to nemesis and tisis against
Hippolytus with his death, Artemis is unable to intervene and cure the injustice committed by
Aphrodite. According to the words of the goddess, uttered in a seemingly apologetic manner, an
inviolable law among the immortals has been established, which prohibits them to go against the
will of one another. 362 The human emotion of affection and her willingness for retribution would
never let Artemis allow the death of her protégé and beloved Hippolytus. 363
The goddess admits that Hippolytus’ death is a shame for the gods, and assures him that
she would have helped him, had things been different. In her conclusion, at her last contact with
the dying Hippolytus, the goddess blames Aphrodite once again, charging her with cunningness
and malevolent deceit. 364 The audience is able to distinguish Aphrodite and Artemis, speaking
in the prologue and epilogue of the play respectively, and the audience is able to observe on the
one hand vengeance, the disguised envy, the malicious deceit, and deception, which constitute
negative human passions, and on the other hand, we have the opportunity to watch some very
positive emotional moods of the gods, which tend to reach the measures of compassion and
apology against the injustice. 365

362

Hipp. 1327-30: “Κύπρις γὰρ ἤθελ' ὥστε γίγνεσθαι τάδε, / πληροῦσα θυμόν. θεοῖσι δ' ὦδ' ἔχει νόμος / οὐδεὶς
ἀπαντᾶν βούλεται προθυμίαι / τῇ τοῦ θέλοντος, ἀλλ' ἀφιστάμεσθ' ἀεί”.
363
Hipp. 1331-1334: “ἐπεί, σάφ' ἴσθι, Ζῆνα μὴ φοβουμένη / οὐκ ἄν ποτ' ἦλθον ἐς τόδ' αἰσχύνης ἐγὼ / ὥστ' ἄνδρα
πάντων φίλτατον βροτῶν ἐμοὶ / θανεῖν ἐᾶσαι”. Divine intervention in favor of Hippolytus could have been possible
and expected, if Artemis’ actions were not meant to come against the desire of Aphrodite.
364
El. 1400: “Κύπρις γὰρ ἡ πανοῦργος ὧδ' ἐμήσατο” and verse 1406: “ἐξηπατήθη δαίμονος βουλεύμασιν”.
365
However, Artemis’ refusal to provide help to the dying Hippolytus raises multiple moral questions, especially
given the timeless perception that injustice is committed not only by the one who does something wrong, but also
by the one who does not do something when he should. This though appears again later in the Meditations of Marcus
Aurelius, 9.5: “Ἀδικεῖ πολλάκις ὁ μὴ ποιῶν τι, οὐ μόνον ὁ ποιῶν τι”.

163

Following the very definition of the term, we are able to discern cases of divine hybris in
Hippolytus. If we accept that whenever a human disrespects a god –and is frequently punished
for this reason severely- this is by definition hybris, we may also accept that when a god
disrespects another god, or punishes a human for respecting other gods, this should be a form of
hybris too. The Olympians have frequently shown that they demand respect but frequently do
not pay any respect themselves, whether humans or other gods are at stake. Fisher II (1979) 37f.
suggests that the gods occasionally commit hybris themselves against humans, with or without
a good reason to a victim that is frequently helpless and occasionally innocent.
The textual references of hybris in Hippolytus are also noteworthy. The word hybris and
its derivatives are used three times by the nurse with religious extensions. First, in verse 445, the
nurse warns Phaedra against trying to fight off the passion of love, because Cypris, soon punishes
and mistreats anyone who is “thinking big”. We have already discussed that the concept of mega
phronein is frequently seen as a synonym of hybris – and in this case, the one who the goddess
φρονοῦνθ' εὕρηι μέγα is anyone who would try to resist their love passion.
It is particularly interesting that in these two verses, the verb καθυβρίζω is used to describe
the action that Aphrodite takes against people who think big. Following this, we observe that in
a subtle reverse of the terms, anyone who phronei mega is going to face Aphrodite who “touton
kathybrisen”, as if the hybris of the person would equally be met by the hybris of Aphrodite, in
a quid pro quo sequence. In the same context, the nurse advises Phaedra that it is hybris to wish
to be stronger than the gods. The word hybris is used one last time by Theseus, when evaluating
his son’s alleged actions against Phaedra he accuses him of outrage against his step-mother. 366

366
vv. 445-6: ὃν δ' ἂν περισσὸν καὶ φρονοῦνθ' εὕρηι μέγα, /τοῦτον λαβοῦσα πῶς δοκεῖς καθύβρισεν and a few
verses later in 473-5: ἀλλ', ὦ φίλη παῖ, λῆγε μὲν κακῶν φρενῶν, / λῆξον δ' ὑβρίζουσ', οὐ γὰρ ἄλλο πλὴν ὕβρις / τάδ'
ἐστί, κρείσσω δαιμόνων εἶναι θέλειν and by Theseus in v. 1073: ὅτ' ἐς πατρώιαν ἄλοχον ὑβρίζειν ἔτλης.
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The word ate appears five times in the play, and its presence is very powerful as a plot
element. Phaedra, is going to describe her inept erotic passion for Hippolytus as a daimonos ate,
another form of mania. (v. 241: ἐμάνην, ἔπεσον δαίμονος ἄτηι.) This particular ate is responsible
for the heroine’s delusion, which is seen together with mania, and as we have previously
discussed in Heracles, is seen as a cause ruin sent by the divine. This very ate affects Phaedra
despite the absence of her own hybris, and initiates the tragic cycle upon her and Hippolytus. It
is important to mention here that, unlike many other cases of people who have fallen in ate,
Phaedra has full consciousness of her own delusion, even though she is helpless about it. 367
Later, in verse 276 the Chorus is going to refer to the same ate asking the nurse if Phaedra
remains famished because of derangement or because she is trying to commit suicide. 368 After
having heard the nurse’s confession about Phaedra’s erotic passion for him, Hippolytus directs
a more or less misogynic monologue regarding the nature of women. In v. 630 we hear
Hippolytus saying that a woman is ἀτηρὸν ἐς δόμους φυτὸν, where ateron pheton means more
than just “creature of ruin”: Physis or nature is the word behind φυτὸν – so as per Hippolytus,
women are by nature an a priori cause of ruin. 369 At the same time, in this scene, we observe a
connection between the words ate and olbos. The woman, staying as an ἀτηρὸν ἐς δόμους φυτὸν,
is going to deprive the house of any olbos that it may have, ὄλβον δωμάτων ὑπεξελών. 370
Monologues like these, along with the vivid descriptions of the passions of women, are some
among the many examples that possibly earned Euripides the title of a misogynist.

367

This partially rational and partly irrational character of love passion is one of the main characteristics of Eros,
and has widely inspired literature and philosophy. For instance, in Plato’s Symposium (203b1-204a6) Diotima
narrates to Socrates that Eros is the son of Poros (resourcesfulness) and Penia (poverty). For a relevant analysis of
the passage, see Johnson-Tarrant (2014) 291-312.
368
v. 276: πότερον ὑπ' ἄτης ἢ θανεῖν πειρωμένη;
369
Here, there is a noteworthy similarity with the tale of the lion-cub in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, analyzed in Chapter
2 2.a-b, an allusion to Helen of Sparta, who by nature, like the lion-cub “became a priest of ate in the house”.
370
Olbos here could also be seen as the happiness of this house, which is disappearing due to women’s ate.
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Closer to the end of the play, we observe the Chorus speculating about the irrational nature
of the gods. They express a willingness to be relieved of their sorrow, bearing in mind that the
gods are caring for humans; however, they state, when they actually see what happens to humans,
they cannot understand the gods. 371 But some verses later, this speech ends in an unexpected
way: in a two-word verse 1146, the Chorus clearly states μανίω θεοῖσιν, that they are angry with
the gods, the reason being that an innocent man, guilty of no recklessness or folly (v. 1149: οὐδὲν
ἄτας αἴτιον) is now driven away from the house. Even though Hippolytus has been called as not
guilty of ate, Artemis herself in v. 1289 observes that Theseus has been taken by a god-sent ate,
which, starting from Phaedra, has cast ruin in both Hippolytus and Theseus. Despite the fact that
we do not have any textual references to nemesis and tisis, both their appearance and value as
elements of the plot can be seen throughout the play.
Following the analysis in this section, Hippolytus is a sound example of the redefinition of
the tragic cycle by Euripides since in this play we can detect that the tragic sequence of hybrisate-nemesis-tisis takes place without the presence of hybris, and is related to the human passions
of gods. Excessive modesty may not be regarded as hybris, and respecting one god more than
another may not be regarded as hybris also. Even if we accept that the piety of Hippolytus can
be seen as an insult to Aphrodite, an argument that is widely refuted in recent scholarship, ate in
the form of love passion does not find Hippolytus himself but strikes Phaedra, who is otherwise
innocent in front of the goddesses. Nemesis falls on Hippolytus and Phaedra, ruining the entire
house of Theseus while tisis is again problematic: on the one hand, Artemis recognizes that
Hippolytus’ death is impossible to be reversed, on the other hand, Aphrodite exaggerates in her
punitive role, by satisfying her own human passions.

371

vv. 1104-6: ἦ μέγα μοι τὰ θεῶν μελεδήμαθ᾿, ὅταν φρένας ἔλθῃ, / λύπας παραιρεῖ· ξύνεσιν δέ τις ἐλπίδι κεύθων
/ λείπεται ἔν τε τύχαις θνατῶν καὶ ἐν ἔργμασι λεύσσων.
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4c. The tragic cycle redefined in Euripides’ Hippolytus.
In the case of Hippolytus, the tragic cycle is redefined through the absence of hybris of the
main hero, since extreme modesty may not be regarded as hybris. The initiation of the sequence
that led Phaedra and Hippolytus to destruction did not take place due to an insult to a deity, i.e.
Aphrodite, but as a means of satisfying the goddess’ human passions. Ate was sent to Phaedra,
an innocent victim, in the form of a delusion that is brought from an irrational love passion. This
initiates the chain of events that lead to nemesis, with the eventual death of both Phaedra and
Hippolytus. Tisis here appears to be problematic, even if it technically coincides with the
restoration of a peculiar religious order, to which Artemis herself is bound and cannot intervene.

Τhe tragic cycle redefined in Euripides’ Hippolytus could be seen as follows:

*the presence/absence of hybris in Hippolytus is a matter of debate, and different views exist in
scholarship as to whether excessive modesty may be treated as hubris in this case. If excessive
modesty is seen as an insult to Aphrodite, Hippolytus’ punishment could be righteous.
A. Hippolytus at the beginning of the tragedy is in a state of olbos, praising Artemis.
1. Absence of hybris, debated. Excessive modesty may or may not be regarded as hubris.
2. Ate, delusion falls upon Phaedra: her erotic passion for Hippolytus, instigated by Aphrodite.
3. Nemesis, the wrath of Aphrodite is fulfilled through the intervention of Theseus and Poseidon.
4. Tisis: problematic. Hippolytus dies, Artemis cannot save him. An ambiguous religious order.
A’. Dystychia is reached at the end of the play, with the death of both Phaedra and Hippolytus.
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5. The case of Orestes
5a. The dark oracle of Apollo: a substitute for hybris.
The case of Orestes provides a characteristic example where the tragic cycle of falls upon
a hero without the profound presence of hybris, and is thus broken or redefined. As we will
suggest in this section, the dark oracle of Apollo, which imposes the will of the god, guides
Orestes to commit matricide, and substitutes for the hybris of the hero, thus initiating the entire
sequence of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis upon him and the entire house. First, I will attempt to show
why and how Orestes’ hybris is absent in this case, and then how the tragic cycle continues
precisely from the ate of the dark oracle all the way to nemesis and tisis, the destruction of the
house of Atreus and the Erinyes that will haunt the hero, until his purification. Given their
common mythological background that grants a continuum of the same story, we will also refer
to Electra and selected parts of Andromache in this section.372
Right in the beginning of Orestes, Electra complains that Apollo committed a great
injustice against them by giving such a “dark” oracle, while Orestes directly blames the god for
urging him to a most unsacred deed. 373 More specifically, the two siblings blame the god for
their cunning entrapment into a tragic circle of blood. Nonetheless, Orestes will be acquitted of
the accusations, and the flow of events will be determined by the final mediation of Apollo. 374
The same doubt as to the correctness of the Delphic oracle and the intentions of the god is also
expressed in Electra, Andromache, and Iphigeneia at Tauris, which we will analyze below.

372

For the analysis of selected parts of Orestes in this section, see the commentaries of Biehl (1965), Di Benedetto
(1965), as well as the studies of Greenberg (1962) 157-92, Rawson (1972) 155-67, and Burkert (1974) 97-109. For
the analysis of Electra, see the commentary of Denniston (1960) and the studies of O’ Brien (1964) 13-39.
Matthiessen (1964), explores this play comparatively with Helen and Iphigenia at Tauris.
373
Or. 162 et seq.: “Ἄδικος ἄδικα τότ' ἄρ' ἔλακεν ἔλακεν, ἀπό- / φονον ὅτ' ἐπὶ τρίποδι Θέμιδος ἄρ' ἐδίκασε, and v.
285 ff.: “Λοξίᾳ δὲ μέμφομαι / ὅστις μ' ἐπάρας ἔργον ἀνοσιώτατον, / τοῖς μὲν λόγοις ηὔφρανε, τοῖς δ' ἔργοισιν οὔ”.
374
For an interesting comparative view of the two main Euripidean heroes with the Electra of Sophocles and The
Choephori of Aeschylus, see Roisman-Luschnig (2011) 246-259.
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Perceiving Orestes dead, in Iphigenia at Tauris Iphigenia expresses her repugnance for all
bloody human sacrifices that take place in her new land for the sake of Artemis, who otherwise
considers unclean anything that has come in contact with blood (i.e. the blood of childbirth or a
corpse). “How could Zeus’ bride Leto have given birth to such a foolish creature?”, Iphigeneia
asks herself in vv. 385-6. Nevertheless, she will soon make up for this otherwise impious thought
a few verses later, stating that she considers none of the gods wicked. (v. 391: οὐδένα γὰρ οἶμαι
δαιμόνων εἶναι κακόν.) The gods are the masters of fate, will later say Orestes in Electra, stating
that he is just a servant of the gods, so he is to be praised after them.375
The nature of the oracle of Apollo is sharply criticized by the Chorus and the heroes in the
third act of Andromache. Orestes informs Hermione that he cast a deadly ambush for
Neoptolemus near the Oracle of Delphi, stating that “the god changes the fate of mortals, and he
does not let them be arrogant”. In the next act, the Chorus is wondering how the gods allowed
the destruction of Troy, where the friendly fire on the altars no longer burns, echoing the view
that Clytemnestra paid for her sin of killing Agamemnon by being killed by her own children,
fulfilling the god’s will. “But how could we believe in all these?” states the Chorus, still unable
to legitimize the matricide. In the fourth act of Andromache, the messenger states that
Neoptolemus was killed on his way to sacrifice sheep on Phoebus’ altar by soldiers, as he started
praying. Peleas mourns the fate of his grandson and blames Apollo, who “just like an evil mortal,
bore grudge for events of the past; how could he, then, judge the fates of mortals, and how could
anybody consider him wise?” His wife Thetis, as dea ex machina, suggests their grandson’s
burial at Delphi, to linger as an eternal miasma there. These cases suggest that Apollo’s will and
oracles, did not coincide with the establishment of justice and are thus sharply criticized.

Εl. 890-2: θεοὺς μὲν ἡγοῦ πρῶτον, Ἠλέκτρα, τύχης / ἀρχηγέτας τῆσδ᾿, εἶτα κἄμ᾿ ἐπαίνεσον / τὸν τῶν θεῶν τε
τῆς τύχης θ᾿ ὑπηρέτην.
375
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5b. Justice imposed by god’s will and dei ex machina.
The gods from the machine in Orestes and Electra seem to lack the sound religious
background that their counterparts would bring in Aeschylus’ Oresteia. Their purpose is mostly
technical, i.e. to bring announcements of future marriages and apotheoses, without stressing any
of the moral values underlying the myth. This lack of sound religious dimension in Euripides’
version of the known myth, -which from the very beginning of Electra has deprived Orestes and
Electra of their heroic status- highlights in an even more profound way that the dark oracle of
Apollo sounded as an insufficient equivalent of Orestes’ hybris. Accordingly, the remainder of
the tragic cycle of ate-nemesis-tisis that fell upon the house of Atreus cannot be seen as
coinciding with human or religious order. More importantly, it signifies the willingness of the
poet not only to transform but occasionally to change the existing myth in a revolutionary way. 376
The Dioscouri appear as dei ex machina in Electra and lead the tragedy to the path of
tradition by judging with compassion and fairness both the mortals and the divine. The just
punishment of their sister, Clytemnestra, does not acquit the matricide of Orestes. The reproach
of the Apollonian oracle as “mindless” and “dark”, both by the heroine and Orestes, as well as
by Castor and Pollux, leads the audience to the conclusion that Apollo is the instigator of this
matricide, and lifts some of the moral weight of the act. Therefore, the hero does not remain
defenseless and may not be acquitted by Areios Pagos, but will only be sent in exile.

376

Relevant is the discussion of MacQueen (1990) 141-143, who draws an interesting distinction between myth,
fiction, and history in literature, mentioning that “in fiction, by definition, the story is not being retold at all. It never
existed before the individual author told it, and so its characters or events do not exist outside the text which has
created them. This is not true of the characters of history, or even of myth. To the ancient Greeks, Achilles is as real
as Pericles, even if certain aspects of the former’s story have elements of fantastic about them. (…) Myth, then, is
something that exists in tradition and is not anyone’s creation or property. History exists in the concrete particulars
of the past, and so it too is no one’s private creation.” In Classical Greece, MacQueen says, all prose stories are
from a combination of history and myth. Even though there is no fiction there, imagination is very important, and
with very rare exceptions, Euripides being one of them, there is no change of the knowledge inherited to us by
tradition.
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The textual references to hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis are also worthy of attention. In Electra,
the word hybris appears to have the meaning of outrage, first used by the husband of Electra (v.
45-6) and then by the heroine in reference to Aegisthus’ hybris, which she is eager to show to
the gods. (v. 58). Electra regards her farmer-husband no less a friend than the gods since he never
committed an outrage against her, but in turn, he was for her a healer of her evil luck (συμφορᾶς
κακῆς ἰατρὸν) (v. 67-70). 377 The word hybris meaning outrage and insult is used again five more
times in v. 257, 266, 331, 698, 902 in different contexts. A very important reference to hybris
can be found in the speech of Electra over the corpse of Aegisthus in vv. 938-944. The biggest
delusion of Aegisthus (ὃ δ᾿ ἠπάτα σε πλεῖστον) was that he had a mistaken sense of superiority
due to money. But physis, character, Electra notes, is superior to money, and olbos leaves quickly
from the house of people who do not deserve it. The very thought that Aegisthus had a king’s
house and good looks was a hybris, for which he paid the penalty with his life. 378
The one and only reference to the word ate is made by Castor, who explains to Electra and
Orestes that fate and necessity (μοῖρά τ᾿ ἀνάγκη in v. 1301), and the deceiving tongue of Apollo
directed the events towards this outcome. It was a single and common ἄτη πατέρων, a ruin and
folly of the sins of their ancestors, that caused their troubles. 379 An allusion to nemesis is made
by the Chorus right after the attack on Clytemnestra, stating that the god dispenses retribution
sooner or later (v. 1169 that νέμει τοι δίκαν θεός, ὅταν τύχῃ.)

377
El. 45-46: αἰσχύνομαι γὰρ ὀλβίων ἀνδρῶν τέκνα / λαβὼν ὑβρίζειν, οὐ κατάξιος γεγώς. 58: ἀλλ' ὡς ὕβριν
δείξωμεν Αἰγίσθου θεοῖς. 68-70: ἐν τοῖς ἐμοῖς γὰρ οὐκ ἐνύβρισας κακοῖς. / μεγάλη δὲ θνητοῖς μοῖρα συμφορᾶς
κακῆς / ἰατρὸν εὑρεῖν, ὡς ἐγὼ σὲ λαμβάνω. An interesting connection between hybris and nemesis can be observed
in Electra. Immediately prior to her outburst Electra had accused her pitiless mother of hybris: 105 οἴμοι τάλαινα·
νῦν γὰρ οἰμῶξαι πάρα, Ὀρέστα, τὴν σὴν ξυμφοράν, ὅθ’ ὧδ’ ἔχων πρὸς τῆσδ’ ὑβρίζῃ μητρός. ἆρ’ ἔχω καλῶς.
378
The passage ends with another famous reference to justice: no one should consider themselves victorious over
it, until they reach the end of their life. El. 954-6: μή μοι τὸ πρῶτον βῆμ' ἐὰν δράμῃ καλῶς, / νικᾶν δοκείτω τὴν
Δίκην, πρὶν ἂν πέλας / γραμμῆς ἵκηται καὶ τέλος κάμψῃ βίου. For an interesting approach of the tragic elements of
pity and fear in Orestes, along with a comparison of Helen, Electra and Orestes in terms of the tragic passion, see
Munteanu (2012) 208-237.
379
The allusion here is to Tantalus, Pelops, and Atreus, ancestors of Electra, who committed great sins.
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In Orestes, the four main references to hybris are associated with the terms of insult
outrage, and exuberance. 380 The references to the word ate describe the ruin, first in the intense
lamentation of the Chorus, who in v. 962 engages in an αἱματηρὸν ἄταν, and secondly by Electra,
who speaks about the old sins of her ancestors, and in particular Tantalus, that brought ἄτας into
the house. The one and only reference to nemesis in Orestes is a powerful one, clearly outlining
the religious dimension of the term. In vv. 1261-2, we observe the view that the justice of the
gods has brought retribution upon Helen: Διὰ δίκας ἔβα θεῶν / νέμεσις ἐς Ἑλέναν. This,
according to the Chorus was the beginning of all evils that came upon the Greeks, and
consequently upon the house of Atreus. 381 In vv. 494-500 Clytemnestra's father, Tyndareus,
condemns Orestes’ matricide, making the accusation that “He took no account of justice, and did
not honor the universal Hellenic law”. Orestes should have brought his mother to court, but in
Euripides’ play, the hero is deprived of every other justification apart from the command of the
oracle of Apollo, who has now, according to the view of the hero, deserted him.
Summing up, Euripides’ Orestes, along with Electra, Andromache, and Iphigeneia at
Tauris are examples of the way the sequence of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is redefined. These plays
share the results of the tragic outcome of Orestes’ matricide, due to the dark and confusing oracle
of Apollo. The god’s will substitutes for the hybris of Orestes and instigates ate, casting delusion
upon the main hero. Since the killing of Clytemnestra coincided with the punishment that the
god intended to deliver, it could be seen as nemesis. Finally, the insanity of the hero by the pursuit
of the Furies is equivalent to the notion of tisis, which is problematic in the sense that it does not
coincide with the restoration of justice, but is bound to the will of Apollo.

380

Or. v. 436: Οὗτοί μ' ὑβρίζουσ', ὧν πόλις τὰ νῦν κλύει, v. 1038: ὕβρισμα θέμενος τὸν Ἀγαμέμνονος γόνον, v.
1581: Ἀρνῇ κατακτὰς κἀφ' ὕβρει λέγεις τάδε;, v. 1642: ὕβρισμα θνητῶν ἀφθόνου πληρώματος.
381
Interestingly enough, the abduction of Helen has been described as both hybris (cf. Aes. Agam. 822-823) ate,
and as an event provoking nemesis. See also the relevant analysis in pp. 14-15 of this chapter, especially fn. 34.
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5c. The tragic cycle redefined in Euripides’ Electra and Orestes.
Following the analysis in this section, Euripides’ Electra and Orestes, examined together due to
their common mythological backgrounds, can be seen as examples of how the tragic cycle is
broken or redefined. Orestes acts according to the will of Apollo, and is not responsible for hybris
because of this matricide, since the dark oracle and even the god himself acknowledge
responsibility for this act. The redefinition of the tragic cycle occurs given that the remaining
sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis takes place, with the delusion that leads Orestes to kill
Clytemnestra, along with the event of the matricide and the effect of the Erinyes upon the hero,
as nemesis and tisis respectively. These events can be schematically represented as follows.

Τhe tragic cycle redefined in Euripides’ Electra and Orestes:

*the absence of hybris indicates a redefinition of the tragic cycle, as seen below.
A. Orestes’ and Electra’s peaceful life before the tragedy could be seen as eutychia.
1. Absence of hybris: the matricide is bound to god’s will and Orestes is exonerated by Athena.
2. Ate, delusion is brought by the dark oracle of Apollo, who guides Orestes to matricide.
3. Nemesis, divine wrath falls upon Clytaemnestra and Aegisthus and the couple is killed.
4. Tisis: problematic. Partially leads to the re-establishment of justice: the Erinyes haunt Orestes.
A’. Electra, Orestes, and the Chorus, reach a state of dystychia due to bloodshed in the house.
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6. Ambiguous cases of the Tragic Cycle in Euripides’ works and Fragments
6a. A rightful but inhumanely excessive tragic cycle: the Bacchae.
After analyzing representative cases from the Euripidean corpus, where the tragic cycle is
broken or otherwise redefined due to the replacement of hybris by the human passions of the
gods, in this section, we will deal with some ambiguous or in-between cases that require further
attention. In these plays, even though the tragic cycle follows its expected route, it does not lead
to the restoration of justice or religious order. In turn, in these “ambiguous” cases the fulfillment
of the tragic cycle aims towards the satisfaction of the human passions of the gods. These
passions, such as jealousy, desire for revenge, or merely the demonstration of the gods’ power
as a means of distinguishing their superior nature from that of humans, are frequently seen to an
inhuman extent, and hardly lead to the restoration of justice.
First and foremost, we will analyze the case of the Bacchae as a characteristic example of
excessive and inhumane punishment, which, despite the righteous initiation of the tragic cycle
due to the presence of hybris, utilizes ate, nemesis, tisis as means of either revenge or humiliation
against helpless, if not innocent, victims. 382 The Bacchae poses one of the toughest challenges
hermeneutics has to face with respect to the poet’s view of the divine: the brutal imposition of
the will of the divine, the fierce vengeance against the mortals, and the malevolent mockery of
Bacchus against Pentheus are apparent divine passions that urge the audience to reconsider their
views towards the gods. These are elements characteristic of a tragic cycle where even Dionysus
himself would fit the description of a hybristic character in the play. 383

382

For the analysis of selected parts of the Bacchae in this section, see the commentaries of Dodds (1960) and Roux
(1972), as well as the studies of Winnington- Ingram (1948) and Segal (1982) who analyze the role of Dionysus in
Euripides. In an interesting article, de Rommilly (1963) 361-380 explores the theme of happiness in this play.
383
For a detailed analysis with respect to the presence of Dionysus in the Bacchae jointly with the overall presence
of the god in the ancient Hellenic religious tradition, see Gibbons-Segal (2001) 6-18.
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In the Bacchae, the protagonists are seen many times to commit hybris against Dionysus.
From the very beginning of the play, the irreverent declaration of the Maenads that Bacchus is
not the child of a god (vv. 27-38) is met with the god’s extreme anger. Pentheus is seen to give
orders for Dionysus to be arrested, while Cadmus and Agave also show hubristic behavior by
not quite believing that Dionysus is a god. In a view appearing in Prodicus and popular in
sophistic thought, now seen in Euripides too, the gods are seen as the representation of forces or
elements of nature frequently identify with them. As Tiresias explains in v. 276, Demeter is not
only the goddess of the earth but also the earth itself, and in this sense, Dionysus is not just the
god of wine but also is the wine itself, often poured in libation to the gods (v. 284).
The meeting of Dionysus with Pentheus is one of the most striking cases of fierce divine
vengeance against a mortal who commits hybris by defying and disrespecting the god of wine.
The punishment for the heroes’ hybris goes beyond the dismemberment of Pentheus and the
exile of Cadmus and Agave. At a pivotal point between the bringing of justice and the instinctive
impetuosity of inhuman revenge, Dionysus seems unsatisfied with the punishment of Pentheus,
but he makes sure -almost having fun- that the king suffers a complete humiliation. 384 The
process of Pentheus being turned into a woman, together with the mocking aesthetic observations
of Bacchus regarding his women’s dress and hair, suggest that the god draws a rather malevolent
satisfaction from his punitive role and is not using his authority and the imposition of his
punishment as a means of restoring justice. 385

384

The puzzling figure and attitude of Dionysus in the Bacchae could be a result of religious syncretism with Cybele,
where similarities are found between the two gods and their Chorus of devotees (cf. vv. 58-59, 78-82, 123-134). In
any case, Euripides was not the only poet to combine the cult and myth of Dionysus with other newer gods. For a
relevant analysis, see Allan (2004) 131-132.
385
Relevant is the analysis of Nagy (2013) 593-622, who describes the agony of Pentheus and emphasizes on the
staging of the events that lead to the king’s humiliation and dismemberment. Cf. Bacc. 928-9: ἐξ ἕδρας σοι πλόκαμος
ἐξέστηχ᾽ ὅδε, / οὐχ ὡς ἐγώ νιν ὑπὸ μίτρᾳ καθήρμοσα, v. 944: αἰνῶ δ᾽ ὅτι μεθέστηκας φρενῶν, vv. 947-8: “τὰς δὲ
πρὶν φρένας οὐκ εἶχες ὑγιεῖς, /νῦν δ᾽ ἔχεις οἵας σε δεῖ”. Fisher (1976) 192 notes that even Dionysus in v. 616 could
have committed hybris after boasting of humiliating Pentheus, as per the term’s meaning.
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In the exodus of the tragedy, the distance between divine justice and brutal revenge
becomes even more pronounced. The crosstalk between Dionysus and Cadmus begins with the
ardent plea of the King of Thebes, who has been informed that both he and his wife shall be
turned into snakes and his people shall be forced to live far from their homeland. Humility has
been praised already in v. 1150 as “a sense of reverence before the sons of heaven -of all the
prizes that a mortal man might win, these, I say, are wisest”. The confession of injustice against
the god (v. 1344) is followed by the observation of Cadmus that the god has surpassed the mean
and equilibrium in the imposition of his punishment. 386 The culmination of the disapproval of
Bacchus’ behavior is resumed in the apothegm of Cadmus that “the gods must not be similar in
wrath with men” (v. 1348). But in Euripides frequently the gods do not have higher standards of
morality than humans, as seen in a multitude of his plays, such as Hippolytus and the Troades.
In this case too, Bacchus is going to justify his actions based on his very identity.
In a surprising response uttered by Dionysus, we essentially observe the justification of the
divine passions; the gods cannot avoid these passions because these are part of their nature,
which is prone to such behavior; for Zeus has thus defined it (v. 1349). 387 The above may indicate
once again that the divine in Euripides does not represent the idea of justice, but is governed by
questionable incentives. This anthropomorphism and humanization of Dionysus is seen in
numerous human passions, which characteristically contribute to the plot of the tragedy. 388 The
duly humiliated Pentheus, and Dionysus boasting over him, would, in fact, fit the description of
hybris, and may well indicate that in this case, the god commits hybris himself.389

386

Bacc. 1346: ἐγνώκαμεν ταῦτ᾽· ἀλλ᾽ ἐπεξέρχῃ λίαν.
Kirk (1979) 12-18 analyzes the dualism of Dionysus’ substance and the importance of this god in tradition, in
view of the various forms he seems to assume.
388
Bacc. 4: μορφὴν δ᾽ ἀμείψας ἐκ θεοῦ βροτησίαν.
389
This also explains why Dionysus’ merciless spirit in the Bacchae is often seen together with Aphrodite in
Hippolytus and Athena in the Troades.
387
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The word hybris and its derivatives are found thirteen times in the Bacchae, more than in
any other tragedy of any of the three great Attic tragedians. This multitude of references is
associated with the religious character of this last work of Euripides. Hybris in this play is mostly
used in a religious context, when used by the Chorus, Cadmus, and Dionysus himself, meaning
disrespect to the god in the majority of cases. 390 Even Pentheus directs the word to Dionysus,
once by referring to this xenos from Lydia, i.e. Dionysus, who is seen to ὕβρεις ὑβρίζειν in v.
247, and once more when he places the word together with the Bacchae, in the description of
their outrageous behavior (v. 779: ὕβρισμα βακχῶν, ψόγος ἐς Ἕλληνας μέγας). The messenger
also uses the word for the bulls (v. 743 ταῦροι δ᾽ ὑβρισταὶ), referring to their anger and violence.
While the word ὕβρις and its derivatives can be found more times than in any other work
of an Attic tragedian, the words ἄτη, νέμεσις, τίσις do not appear in this play. This, apparently,
does not mean that the profound ate of Pentheus, the nemesis of Dionysus, or the punishing tisis
through the complete destruction of the king do not take place. No one seeing king Pentheus
dressed up as a woman and humiliated would need to hear the word νέμεσις from the mouth of
Dionysus, let alone Pentheus himself, in order to realize that the divine plan of destruction is
initiated. As a result, the absence of the actual words should not be misleading, since these terms
still operate as important elements of the plot. For example, in vv. 1302-4, Cadmus alludes to
religious hybris and a tragic cycle that brought ruin to the house, due to the outright disrespect
of Pentheus. Here the hero describes how the lack of respect to the god (οὐ σέβων θεόν: hybris,
implied) leads to mass punishment (συνῆψε πάντας ἐς μίαν βλάβην: ate, nemesis), bringing as a
result the destruction of the entire house (ὥστε διολέσαι δόμους: tisis).

390

The word hybris used by Dionysus: v.9: ἀθάνατον Ἥρας μητέρ᾽ εἰς ἐμὴν ὕβριν, v. 516: παθεῖν. ἀτάρ τοι τῶνδ᾽
ἄποιν᾽ ὑβρισμάτων, v. 616: ταῦτα καὶ καθύβρισ᾽ αὐτόν, ὅτι με δεσμεύειν δοκῶν, v. 1347: καὶ γὰρ πρὸς ὑμῶν θεὸς
γεγὼς ὑβριζόμην, by Cadmus in v. 1297: ὕβριν γ᾽ ὑβρισθείς· θεὸν γὰρ οὐχ ἡγεῖσθέ νιν, and by the Chorus v. 113:
μαλλοῖς· ἀμφὶ δὲ νάρθηκας ὑβριστὰς, v. 375: ὕβριν ἐς τὸν Βρόμιον, v. 555: φονίου δ᾽ ἀνδρὸς ὕβριν κατάσχες.
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6b. Minor tragic cycles, major divine passions: Troades, Suppliants, Medea, Alcestis.
After having examined the case of the Bacchae, and the peculiar way in which the tragic
cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is seen to operate, we will focus on some additional ambiguous
cases that require further attention. In the Troades, Suppliants, and Medea, we have events that
allude to or coincide with the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. In these plays, the tragic
cycle seems to be following its expected route, given that it is initiated as a result of hybris, but
is frequently directed to different victims than the ones who initiated it. Exploring these cases
will give us a better understanding as to how the tragic cycle operates in Euripides, and how the
ability of the poet to utilize and occasionally transform the existing mythological background,
allowed the audience to speculate regarding the imperfect attributes of the divine, while
observing the misfortune cast upon the heroes due to the initiation of the tragic cycle.
A very interesting case arises in the tragedy of The Trojan Women or Troades. 391 Poseidon
and Athena, who participated in the Trojan war by choosing opposite camps, now plot together
against the Achaeans. The Greeks indeed committed an apparent hybris by showing disrespect
towards the sanctuaries and temples of Troy, and according to the tradition, this is the principal
reason for their painful and prolonged return journeys, the νόστοι. Poseidon, ever since the
Prologue of Troades, describes the devastated landscape and the wrecked temples of Troy. He
remarks that cities unable to honor the gods with the delightful smell of sacrifices are not points
of interest to them, announcing that he was defeated by Athena and Hera. 392 Although on
opposite sides with Athena, when the goddess arrives ready for revenge, he welcomes her as a
relative and gives his absolute consent towards her devastating plan.

391

For the analysis of the Troades, see the commentary of Lee (1976). The theme of the Trojan cycle is explored in
the studies of Stinton (1965), Koniaris (1973). Scodel (1980) analyzes the Troades as part of the Trojan trilogy.
392
Tr. vv. 23-4: “Ἐγὼ δέ νικῶμαι γὰρ Ἀργείας θεοῦ / Ἥρας Ἀθάνας θ', αἳ συνεξεῖλον Φρύγας”.
For an interpretative approach of the presence of Poseidon in the Troades, see Fontenrose (1967) 135-141.
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In spite of the apparent anti-war messages of the poet in the Troades, we still see a merciless
Athena who would like to take the war to the level of personal revenge. The destruction of the
sacred and holy elements of a city provokes the punishment of the gods, who are driven by an
unquenchable desire to carry this out. 393 On the other hand, after a war that lasted for more than
ten years, Athena appears to have changed camp so as to satisfy her passion for vengeance.
The man morally responsible for her wrath is Ajax the Lesser, who not only knocked down
her statue when he violently removed Kassandra from the altar, but he also raped the supplicant
inside her temple. However, Athena’s revenge is not limited to the disrespectful Ajax. In turn,
she plans to make the journey home for all the Achaeans fatal, as they did nothing to prevent the
hero from committing hubris. 394 The devastating plan of Athena, which implies a passion
eminently suited to humans, meets Poseidon’s absolute consent.
Once again, many of vengeful passions that would be shaming even for humans are found
in the gods of Euripidean tragedy. The word hybris is used three times throughout this play, once
by Athena and twice by Hecuba. 395 Athena uses the word hybris in a religious context, declaring
the disrespect that the Greeks showed to her own temples. Hecuba, on the other hand, uses the
term with the notion of insult, referring directly to Helen on two occasions: first, the word refers
to the heroine in respect to her husband Menelaus, and secondly to Paris, outlining in these two
cases her disrespect to both men. The word ate appears six times throughout the play, four uttered
by Hecuba and two in the mouth of the Chorus. In all instances, the word is associated with ruin
and the tragic outcome of the Trojan war. 396

393

Tr. 95-7: Μῶρος δὲ θνητῶν ὅστις ἐκπορθεῖ πόλεις, / ναούς τε τύμβους θ', ἱερὰ τῶν κεκμηκότων.
Tr. 75: Δύσνοστον αὐτοῖς νόστον ἐμβαλεῖν θέλω.
395
v. 69: Ἀθήνα: Οὐκ οἶσθ' ὑβρισθεῖσάν με καὶ ναοὺς ἐμούς; v. 996: μέλαθρα ταῖς σαῖς ἐγκαθυβρίζειν τρυφαῖς and
v. 1020: Ἐν τοῖς Ἀλεξάνδρου γὰρ ὕβριζες δόμοις.
396
Tr. v. 121: ἄτας κελαδεῖν ἀχορεύτους, v. 137: ἐς τάνδ' ἐξώκειλ' ἄταν., v. 163: Οὐκ οἶδ', εἰκάζω δ' ἄταν, v. 530:
δόλιον ἔσχον ἄταν, v. 535: καὶ Δαρδανίας ἄταν θέᾳ δώσων., v. 1305: ἄτας ἐμᾶς ἄιστος εἶ.
394
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The plot of the Suppliants, based on the mythological background of the Theban cycle,
essentially follows the events after the invasion of the Seven assailants against Thebes. 397 In the
Suppliants, a tragic cycle is present in the background of the story, echoed in Aeschylus’ Seven
against Thebes, Euripides’ Suppliants, and Phoenissae. Capaneus, who had immense strength
and was an outstanding warrior, was also notorious for his arrogance. During the war of the
Seven against Thebes, he stood at the edge of the wall and shouted in exuberance that not even
Zeus himself could stop him from invading the city. In an immediate hybris-nemesis scheme
appearing in multiple tragedies, Zeus struck and instantly killed Capaneus with a thunderbolt. 398
The arrogance and punishment of Capaneus come in contrast with the sophrosyne shown
by Theseus in the Suppliants. The king of Athens exercises moderation after the Athenian
victory, which forced the Theban army to retreat into the city, when he restrained his men at the
gates, reminding them that the reason for this battle was to bring back the bodies, and not to
destroy the city. 399 The Argive Herald, who in a neat example of the poetic economy was once
a servant of Capaneus, comments that this is the kind of leader that people should choose, the
one who shows his courage in danger but who does not surpass his limits.400 This indirect
comparison of Theseus’ sophrosyne with Capaneus’ hybris comes with a warning against the
ὑβριστὴν λαόν, the exuberant crowd that urges the general to climb the highest step of the ladder.
This apparent hybris could quickly drive an otherwise prudent leader from happiness to
misfortune (v. 730: ἀπώλεσ' ὄλβον) fulfilling the tragic cycle.

397

For this analysis of the Suppliants, see the commentary of Collard (1975), and the study of Fitton (1961).
The story of Capaneus is mentioned in Euripides’ Phoenissae vv. 1172-1181: “Καπανεὺς δὲ πῶς εἴποιμ᾿ ἂν ὡς
ἐμαίνετο; / μακραύχενος γὰρ κλίμακος προσαμβάσεις / ἔχων ἐχώρει, καὶ τοσόνδ᾿ ἐκόμπασεν, / μηδ᾿ ἂν τὸ σεμνὸν
πῦρ νιν εἰργαθεῖν Διὸς / τὸ μὴ οὐ κατ᾿ ἄκρων περγάμων ἑλεῖν πόλιν. / καὶ ταῦθ᾿ ἅμ᾿ ἠγόρευε καὶ πετρούμενος /
ἀνεῖρφ᾿ ὑπ᾿ αὐτὴν ἀσπίδ᾿ εἱλίξας δέμας, / κλίμακος ἀμείβων ξέστ᾿ ἐνηλάτων βάθρα. /ἤδη δ᾿ ὑπερβαίνοντα γεῖσα
τειχέων / βάλλει κεραυνῷ Ζεύς νιν”. Also see Pearson’s (1979) commentary on the Phoenissae.
399
In Herodotus’ History (9.27) this same story is mentioned by the Athenians as an example of their bravery.
400
Suppliants vv. 726-730: τοιόνδε τοι στρατηγὸν αἱρεῖσθαι χρεών, / ὃς ἔν τε τοῖς δεινοῖσίν ἐστιν ἄλκιμος / μισεῖ θ'
ὑβριστὴν λαόν, ὃς πράσσων καλῶς / ἐς ἄκρα βῆναι κλιμάκων ἐνήλατα / ζητῶν ἀπώλεσ' ὄλβον ὧι χρῆσθαι παρῆν.
398
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Apart from references to the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, the Suppliants allow
us to observe Euripides’ view towards the divine and its impact on human happiness. In vv. 608617, the Chorus is seen to state that “the gods of justice are the ones that bring destruction.” After
deliberating whether eutychia is destroyed by fate or if those gods appear to be just, the Chorus
says that the divine is determining the events of human life, but in ways different from those of
mortals. The gods, as τέρμ᾿ ἔχοντες, hold the destiny of all things in their hands, and –even
though frequently responsible for humans’ pains- can grant a respite from misfortune. The
double use of the verb νέμουσι, referring to the gods, alludes to nemesis, meaning here the
distribution of good and evil from the gods to the mortals. 401
Noteworthy are the textual references to hybris in the Suppliants. The word appears ten
times, mostly with the meaning of insult or outrage, without a notable religious context. 402 In an
interesting case related to the tragic cycle, olbos is seen to be wiped away by hybris. Adrastus
blames the foolish people of Cadmus, who were once prosperous and now destroyed due to their
exuberance, like the poor man who suddenly becomes rich and soon gets destroyed by insolence.
This hybris-nemesis scheme allows Adrastus to philosophize regarding human nature, which is
unwise for two reasons according to the hero: first, because we often shoot beyond the mark,
thus suffering calamity, and second since we are unable to learn from the misfortunes of others
but we learn only from the direct experience of our own sufferings. 403

401

Suppl. vv. 608-617: -ἀλλὰ τὸν εὐτυχίᾳ λαμπρὸν ἄν τις αἱροῖ / μοῖρα πάλιν· τόδε μοι θάρσος ἀμφιβαίνει. / δικαίους
δαίμονας σύ γ᾿ ἐννέπεις. / -τίνες γὰρ ἄλλοι νέμουσι συμφοράς; / -διάφορα πολλὰ θεῶν βροτοῖσιν εἰσορῶ. / -φόβῳ
γὰρ τῷ πάρος / διόλλυσαι· δίκα δίκαν / δ᾿ ἐκάλεσε καὶ φόνος φόνον, / κακῶν δ᾿ ἀναψυχὰς θεοὶ / βροτοῖς νέμουσι,
πάντων / τέρμ᾿ ἔχοντες αὐτοί. The relatively short verses are characteristic of the Chorus’ stichomythia.
402
Suppl. v. 235: ὁ δ' ὡς ὑβρίζηι δύναμιν ἐς χεῖρας λαβών, 464: καλῶς, ὑβρίζουσ' ὡς ἀεὶ πράξοντες εὖ., 495: θάπτων
κομίζων θ' ὕβρις οὓς ἀπώλεσεν;, Depriving the deceased from burial is a common example of hybris, appearing in
v. 512 from the mouth of the Chorus: ὑμᾶς δ' ὑβρίζειν οὐκ ἐχρῆν τοιάνδ' ὕβριν., v. 575: ὅσοι γ' ὑβρισταί· χρηστὰ δ'
οὐ κολάζομεν., v. 634: πρὸς πυρὰν ὑβρισθέν., v. 743: ὕβριζ', ὑβρίζων τ' αὖθις ἀνταπώλετο.
403
Suppl. vv. 741-747: ὁ δ᾿ αὖ τότ᾿ εὐτυχής, / λαβὼν πένης ὣς ἀρτίπλουτα χρήματα, / ὕβριζ᾿, ὑβρίζων τ᾿ αὖθις
ἀνταπώλετο / Κάδμου κακόφρων λαός. ὦ κενοὶ βροτῶν, / οἳ τόξον ἐντείνοντες τοῦ καιροῦ πέρα / καὶ πρὸς δίκης γε
πολλὰ πάσχοντες κακά, / φίλοις μὲν οὐ πείθεσθε, τοῖς δὲ πράγμασιν.
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As in the previous instances, the tragedy of Medea illustrates a peculiar example of the
tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, which is fulfilled by and directed to more than one
different agent. 404 Jason commits hybris first, given that he breaks his oath to the gods and
disrespects his marriage. Ate affects Medea, who in a μανία –a word used among other cases for
the ate of Heracles- kills her own children and Jason’s new wife. Nemesis falls upon Jason but
not Medea. Even though Jason calls her as most hateful to gods and men, Medea is seen to have
the gods on her side, and a flying chariot is given to her by Helios. 405 Then tisis is fulfilled as a
punishment on Jason and not Medea, bringing a possibly incomplete restoration of justice.
The six references to the word hybris in Medea denote outrage, and personal insult, all of
which are used by Medea herself. 406 This is a notable statement by Euripides since the murderess
is herself and her own children a victim and not instigator of hybris. In a characteristic example
that appears in the stichomythia of Jason and Medea, in v. 1361ff. the heroine states that the
hybris of Jason’s wedding with another woman that killed their children. (v. 1366: ἀλλ᾿ ὕβρις οἵ
τε σοὶ νεοδμῆτες γάμοι.) The heroine experiences sentimental and social suppression by
becoming the victim of a strong male’s will and thus decides to kill her own children in order to
protect them from living in a world so unjust for women. Accordingly, the four references of the
play to ate are associated with the ruin and destruction that falls upon the house and will lead
Jason to a double misfortune: the death of his new wife and children. 407 Despite the fact that the
words nemesis and tisis do not appear in this play, they both operate as elements of the plot.

404

For a commentary of Medea, see Page (1938) along with the analysis of Easterling (1977) 177-191 for the
play.
405
Knox (1979) 303ff. draws an interesting comparison between Medea’s imperfect nature with the nature of gods.
In this sense, her savage revenge appears to be justified, given that she is treated with mockery and disrespect, while
her actions put an end to the cycle of disrespect she has faced as a human being. Also see Knox (1979b) 205ff.
406
Med. v. 255: ἐγὼ δ’ ἔρημος ἄπολις οὖσ’ ὑβρίζομαι, v. 603: ὕβριζ’, ἐπειδὴ σοὶ μὲν ἔστ’ ἀποστροφή, v. 782:
ἐχθροῖσι παῖδας τοὺς ἐμοὺς καθυβρίσαι, v. 1061: παῖδας παρήσω τοὺς ἐμοὺς καθυβρίσαι, v. 1366: ἀλλ’ ὕβρις, οἵ τε
σοὶ νεοδμῆτες γάμοι., v. 1380: ὡς μή τις αὐτοὺς πολεμίων καθυβρίσῃ.
407
Med. v. 129: μείζους δ’ ἄτας, ὅταν ὀργισθῇ, v. 279: κοὐκ ἔστιν ἄτης εὐπρόσοιστος ἔκβασις., v. 979: δέξεται
δύστανος ἄταν·, v. 987-8: καὶ μοῖραν θανάτου δύστανος· ἄταν δ’ / οὐχ ὑπεκφεύξεται.
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As in the cases of the Bacchae, Troades, and Suppliants, in Medea Euripides once again
speculates regarding human nature, and explores the inner worlds and motives of his heroes. The
subordinate role of women is not unrelated to the tragic cycle taking place in Medea. “Of all
creatures that have life and intelligence, we women are of the most miserable nature” Medea will
note, only to go on and state that “I would rather stand in the battlefield three times, with my
spear in hand, than give birth once”.408 These references lead us again to the conclusion that
Medea, as in the case of Orestes, had the gods on her side during the fulfillment of this tragic
cycle. A victim of both social and personal wrongdoing, she becomes the avenger for the hybris
that Jason has committed, facing ate and eventually forcing nemesis and tisis on her husband and
his new wife, via killing not only Glauce but also her own children.
Last but not least, in Alcestis the audience is once again urged to reconsider their views
towards divine justice, due to the major passions of the gods. Here the personified figure of Death
proudly confesses the wild satisfaction his “profession” offers. 409 During an exhilarating scene,
proper for a satirical drama, Apollo attempts to bribe Death, stating that it is less profitable to
take a young person, Alcestis, because those who die in old age carry with them large amounts
of wealth.410 And “why should people die young anyway, given that life unavoidably ends and
its duration is insignificant compared to eternity?” asks Apollo. But Death has a staggering
answer: it is exactly this very fact that gives the main satisfaction, as the younger the ended life
is, the greater the honor is for him!411 In Alcestis, as in the plays examined above, the human
passions of the gods radically redefine the idea of justice.

408

Med. vv. 230-231: πάντων δ᾽ ὅσ᾽ ἔστ᾽ ἔμψυχα καὶ γνώμην ἔχει / γυναῖκές ἐσμεν ἀθλιώτατον φυτόν. and v.
250-251: κακῶς φρονοῦντες· ὡς τρὶς ἂν παρ᾿ ἀσπίδα / στῆναι θέλοιμ᾿ ἂν μᾶλλον ἢ τεκεῖν ἅπαξ.
409
For the analysis of selected parts of Alcestis in this section, see the commentary of Dale (1954), as well as the
studies of von Fritz (1956), Wilson (1968), and Erbse (1972). For further discussion regarding the opposing figures
of Apollo and Death, see Luschnig-Roisman (2003) 169-172.
410
Alc. vv. 59-60: D.: “ὠνοῖντ' ἂν οἷς πάρεστι γηραιοὶ θανεῖν” / Α.: “οὔκουν δοκεῖ σοι τήνδε μοι δοῦναι χάριν”.
411
Alc. v. 55: “νέων φθινόντων μεῖζον ἄρνυμαι γέρας”. Death’s figure in Alcestis is both hateful and hilarious.
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6c. The tragic cycle in Euripidean Fragments: Bellerophon, Stheneboea, Peirithoos.
A commonplace in the studies of the ancient world is that “we are prisoners of our
evidence”. This is the case in the corpus of Euripides, where of the ninety-two plays attributed
to him by Suda, merely eighteen have been preserved to us. Even if an estimated 80% of the
Euripidean plays have been lost, there are still some fragments that allow us to reach an
understanding of verses or plots, where the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is present. 412
In this section, we will analyze how the tragic cycle takes place and is occasionally redefined by
Euripides in the fragments of Bellerophon, Stheneboea, and Peirithoos.
Starting from the ninety preserved verses of the tragedy Bellerophon, 413 we can observe
another noteworthy example of the redefinition of the tragic cycle by Euripides. After the
completion of his heroic deeds, Bellerophon briefly enjoyed happiness, but then faced for an
unknown reason the hatred of the gods, which lead him to a situation of dystychia (cf. Iliad
6.196-202). Bellerophon in Euripides’ play starts from a situation of sincere unhappiness and
goes on to commit hybris as an act of desperation, his purpose being to disprove the existence of
such unjust gods. This desperation leads him to delusion (ate) and decides to reach Olympus on
the back of his winged horse, Pegasus, only to be punished for his hybris by Zeus. This
retribution, in the form of nemesis and tisis is apparently right and brought him to an even more
unhappy end. 414 In the following analysis, I examine this peculiar tragic cycle, in which hybris
followed ate, and where the divine nemesis takes place both before and after the tragic cycle.

412

For a two-volume selection of the fragments with translation, introductions, and comments, see Collard et al.
(1995, 2005). Webster (1967) 316ff. offers a reconstruction of the anticipated plots of some of these plays. Analysis
of verses, critical apparatus and commentary of the Euripidean Fragments cited in this section is offered in the works
of Von Arnim (1913), Snell (1964), Austin (1968), and Seeck (1981).
413
For the fragments of Bellerophon, I use the critical edition of Kannicht (2004) 348-357. For a contemporary
analysis of the Bellerophon in connection with Stheneboea, see Dixon (2014) 493-506, who suggests that any
declaration connected to atheism here belongs to the latter play, and does not suggest the impiety of the hero.
414
Cf. the phrase of Bellerophon in Diogenes Laertius IV. 26: “οἴμοι· τί δ’ οἴμοι; θνητά τοι πεπόνθαμεν”.
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In the prologue speech of Bellerophon, the hero is seen mourning for his misfortunes, and
for the futility of human life. “The best thing for a man is not to be born” Bellerophon will say
in the first two verses of F. 285. 415 Wealth, noble blood, and poverty are the three main states
that summarize human existence. But when olbos is over, humans fall in ἄτης ζεῦγαν, the yoke
of destruction (F. 285 v. 10). The abrupt transition of the hero from eutychia to dystychia leads
Bellerophon to question the existence of the gods altogether in F. 286, not only by clearly
expressing his anger against them but also by offering logical arguments against their existence:
the impious tyrants, who break their oaths and frequently disrespect the gods live a much more
prosperous life than the pious citizens, who quickly see their lives being led to ruin.
In F. 286b. the misery of existence is outlined with an argument from medicine: humans
are in need of a doctor for illnesses belonging to humans. However, if the gods deliberately inflict
an illness, they are the ones who have to cure it; otherwise, “if gods do shameful deeds, (i.e. not
curing an illness that they have themselves inflicted) they are not gods.” 416 In F. 303 the Chorus
is seen to offer a warning against unjust men, who enjoy good fortune (εὐτυχίαν) and arrogant
prosperity (ἀνδρὸς ὑπέρφρονά τ᾿ ὄλβον) because Time, who has no father (i.e. is eternal) makes
apparent every human’s villainy. Similarly, in F. 304 the Chorus speculates regarding the
mutability of human fortune, and time is seen as a very important factor able to change abruptly
the fortunes of mortals, transforming great things into insignificant ones. 417

415

This view regarding the miserable human nature which is bound to misfortune is echoed in Euripides’ fragments
of unidentified plays 908b 1-5: ὦ δυστυχεῖν φὺς καὶ κακῶς πεπραγέναι, / ἄνθρωπος ἐγένου καὶ τὸ δυστυχὲς βίου /
ἐκεῖθεν ἔλαβες, ὅθεν ἅπασιν ἤρξατο / τρέφειν ὅδ᾿ αἰθὴρ ἐνδιδοὺς θνητοῖς πνοάς· / μή νυν τὰ θνητὰ θνητὸς ὢν
ἀγνωμόνει. Also, in Plutarch’s Moralia (Letter to Apollonius 115 D-E), we read that the best thing for all humans
is not to be born at all, where this view “which is on the lips of all men” is also brought up in the dialogue of king
Midas and Silenus. When Midas captured Silenus and questioned him about the ideal goal for mankind, the rustic
deity responded that the best thing for all men and women is not to be born, but the second best (given that the first
is not possible for people already alive) is for one to die as quickly as possible.
416
Bell. F. 286b 7: εἰ θεοί τι δρῶσιν αἰσχρόν, οὐκ εἰσὶν θεοί. This god-defying apothegm reminds us of Heracles
(especially in Heracles 1313-1346) and Pentheus in the Bacchae.
417
Bell. F. 304 4-5: τὸ μὲν μέγ᾿ ἐς οὐδὲν ὁ πολὺς χρόνος / μεθίστησιν, τὸ δὲ μεῖον αὔξων.
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The abrupt change from greatness to nothingness that is mentioned by the Chorus in F. 304
prepares the audience for the crucial point of no return. This is Bellerophon’s hybris as seen in
F. 305ff, when the hero –in an apparent delusion of ate- resolves to fly to Olympus on his winged
horse, Pegasus. The purpose of the trip is hubristic: either to prove the non-existence of the gods
or to hold them accountable for the evil fortune of humans. 418 Zeus immediately intervenes and
stops his attempt by sending a fly to sting Pegasus, thus throwing Bellerophon off its back,
leaving him critically wounded and morally humiliated. Interestingly enough, nemesis and tisis
fall upon the white horse too, along with its rider: Pegasus, the mighty winged horse is now set
to become a carrying-beast of Zeus’ thunderbolts, deprived of its previous glory. Βellerophon’s
life ends in the maximum possible unhappiness, and he is called δυσδαίμων. 419
The story of Bellerophon shares common background with the fragments of Stheneboea.
The female protagonist is mainly responsible for Bellerophon’s misfortunes: although married
to King Proetus, she falls in love with the hero, but when he rejected her advances she falsely
accused him to her husband for assaulting her. Proetus, unable to kill a suppliant, sends the hero
to king Iobates, his father-in-law, who assigns to him a series of labors in the form of deathmissions, including the killing of Chimaera. Stheneboea’s behavior resembles Phaedra in
Hippolytus, following the motif of “Potiphar’s wife”. 420 What is more, Stheneboea’s nurse,
exactly as Phaedra’s, acts as an intermediary. A crucial difference between the two plays is that
Bellerophon retaliates against Stheneboea when he returns from his labors, by tricking her into
flying off with him over the sea, where she drowns he pushes her off the back of Pegasus.
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As in Icarus’ fall, flying too high was traditionally considered a synonym to hybris. Here, the aether, the upper
air where the gods dwelled, is seen as the destination of this doomed journey. Cf. F. 308.
419
Near the end of the Fragments of Bellerophon, in F. 311 the word characterizing him is δυσδαίμονα.
420
Women vindictive when facing rejection is a common motif in literature. But in Aristophanes’ Frogs (vv. 10431055) Stheneboea and Phaedra are mocked as “whores” (v. 1043), who should never be dramatized by poets, given
that they are a disgrace and could corrupt young people.
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The case of Pirithous or Pirithoos is also worthy of attention since it allows us to observe
another ambiguous case of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis. The scholarship does not
agree if this is a tragedy or a satyr play, and despite the extensive corruption of the verses, we
can still discern similarities with other cases in Euripides where a tragic sequence of events is
brought upon a hero. The plot is known from existing tradition, and it appears clearly in the
preserved hypothesis at the beginning of the play. Pirithous, along with his good friend Theseus,
went down into Hades in an attempt to ask Persephone, the wife of Hades, in marriage. This
statement and goal by itself constituted hybris, given that a certain amount of arrogance was
necessary to ask a god’s wife to become his own. The punishment quickly followed: Pirithous
remains trapped on a seat made of rock and is thus unable to leave the Underworld. It is only
when Heracles, sent by Eurystheus to catch Cerberus, that Pirithous is finally freed.
A particularly interesting point, where the tragic cycle seems to be redefined appears in F.
5:7-10. Pirithous states that the god was the one that sent ate to him, and it was due to this
delusion that he acted in such an imprudent way. This statement coincides with cases earlier
analyzed, where the tragic cycle is deliberately unleashed upon a hero in order to cause
destruction.421 As in other characteristic examples, including Heracles and Medea, μανία here is
seen not only as an implied synonym to ate, but as a word defining it (μανίας… ἔπεμψεν ἄτη).
In an additional argument in favor of deliberate divine wrongdoing against him, (F 5. 12ff),
Pirithous explains to Heracles that his punishment takes place because of the fact that he is the
son of Ixion. The story of Ixion, who was exuberant enough to woo Hera, a goddess already
married to a god just like Persephone, is one of the most striking examples of hybris. 422

421

Pir. F 5:7-10: θεὸς δὲ μανία[ς ἀρτίως ἐλευθέρωι / ἔπεμψεν ἄτη[ν· ἁρπάσας δ' ἠικασμένην / νεφέλην γυναικ[ὶ
δυσσεβέστατον λόγον.
422
F 5. 12-15: διεσπαράχθη συμμ[έτρωι κομπάσμασιν / πατὴρ ἁμαρτὼν εἰς θε[οὺς τιμωρίαι. / ἐγὼ δ' ἐκείνου πήματ'
α[ἰνιχθέντ' ἔχων / [Περίθους ὀνόματι καὶ τύχας εἴληχ' ἴσας.]
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Summing up, in the selected plays and Euripidean Fragments analyzed in this section, we
are able to observe plots that follow the expected route of the tragic cycle but with a slight twist.
In these tragic cycles, punishment is delivered by the gods either in an excessive and inhumane
way or by taking human hybris as an opportunity to impose the divine will and establish their
position as superior beings. In the majority of these cases, the complete lack of morality of the
deities, the severity of the punishment, and the disrespect towards a humiliated victim, could
lead us to the conclusion that the gods commit hybris themselves. These cases, where the tragic
cycle takes place as a way of satisfying the human passions of the gods, and not as a means
towards the restoration of justice, are delicately presented in Euripides’ sophistic thought,
allowing us -along with the audience of his time-, a new interpretation of the known stories
inherited by the known mythological tradition.

An ambiguous case of the tragic cycle can be represented as follows.

A and A’: ambiguous cases, such as Bellerophon, could start from a state of dystychia and end
in a state of even more pronounced misfortune.
1. the presence/absence of hybris on a given tragedy could be a matter of debate, as in Medea.
2. In some rare cases like Peirithos and Bellerophon, ate can be found before hybris.
3. In ambiguous cases, such as in the Bacchae and Troades, nemesis is disproportionate to the
committed hybris, and frequently is meant to satisfy the human passions of the gods.
4. Tisis is frequently problematic since the restoration of justice is not always brought as the
outcome of the tragic cycle, which is rather seen to satisfy the human passions of the gods.
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7. Conclusion
The absence of hybris before the initiation of the tragic sequence is a revolutionary element
of the plot in the works of Euripides. This reconstruction of the tragic cycle primarily operates
as a means towards a different approach of the divine; the passions of gods, as plot elements, not
only substitute for hubris but are of particular importance, since they lead the tragic hero to the
greatest misfortunes and very frequently contribute to the challenging path leading to
catharsis. The concepts of will and intention are important criteria that allow us to evaluate the
actions of the divine in the Euripidean tragedies. Our aim in this chapter is not an anachronistic
or a moralistic assessment of the passions of the gods, but rather an attempt to detect their
functional view within the context of the plot. The will of the acting person, where such will can
be distinct and detectable, is one of the safest indicators of divine actions.
It is noteworthy that the majority of cases where we observe either the breaking or the
redefinition of the tragic cycle can be traced in the works of Euripides. 423 In an attempt to
evaluate the functional importance of the human passions of gods in the tragedies of Euripides,
we have to realize the key role that these hold in the development of the plot. Initially, human
passions are often viewed as the originating cause of the mortals’ sufferings, both in cases where
the tragic cycle is redefined and in ambiguous cases. Characteristic examples include but are not
limited to those of Hera in Heracles, Hera and Aphrodite in Helen, Aphrodite in Hippolytus,
Apollo in Electra, Orestes and Andromache, Dionysus in The Bacchae, Athena and Poseidon in
The Trojan Women, Zeus in the fragments of Bellerophon, and Hades in the fragments Peirithos.
And it is precisely because their effect on humans’ lives is so strong, that eventually, mortals
cannot escape their devastating consequences and have to endure patiently their tragic fate.

423

This, of course, is not unrelated to the poet’s approach towards the divine, which according to his views is dark
and incomprehensible Cf. Euripides’ Helen 711-714: ὦ θύγατερ, ὁ θεὸς ὡς ἔφυ τι ποικίλον καὶ δυστέκμαρτον.
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The challenging views of Euripides regarding the gods may not lead us to the conclusion
that the tragedian was an atheist. 424 Apart from being a vehicle for approaching the concept of
the divine, the human passions of gods in Euripides’ tragedies constitute a framework of
reflection about what a god should and what should not be. 425 Whether in more difficult to
interpret situations, such as Dionysus in The Bacchae, or in clearer views and interpretations of
the concept of the divine, such as in Heracles and The Trojan Women, the fact is that the will of
the gods is imposing the initiation of the tragic cycle and not the hamartiae or passions of
humans. What is more, very often the human passions of the gods result in an indirect objection
and disapproval of their imperfect nature, quite frequently allowing the viewer to regenerate and
reshape a deity higher and nobler than the one projected. In some other cases, the impulses of
the gods preexist on the plot and act as the causes that lead to the formation of the tragedy’s
conditions, acting as necessary background, from where the poet begins to develop the plot.
After the analysis of selected Euripidean plays where the tragic cycle is redefined, we can
safely state that the motivation behind the actions of the gods in Euripides is mainly not the
administration of justice. This shows how the tragic sequence of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis
becomes an effective tool in the possession of the poet, allowing him to reform the expected
sequence of events, normally expected in a tragic cycle. In this way, Euripides is able to outline
that the divine will by itself is enough to substitute for the sins of mortals, without taking hybris
as a prerequisite of punishment. At the same time, the poet is able to philosophize via the
characters of the play regarding the imperfect nature of the divine, who frequently exclaim that
the level of the passions of gods touches, or even exceeds in intensity, those of humans.

424

Τhe human passions of the gods, along with the progressive and revolutionary way in which Euripides
approaches them, should not lead us to the conclusion that the tragedian shows impiety or atheism. For an extensive
approach of whether Euripides was an atheist, see Lefkowitz (1987) 149-166 and id. (1989) 70-82.
425
Cf. Hel. vv. 1135-6: “Ὅ τι θεὸς ἢ μὴ θεὸς ἢ τὸ μέσον, / τίς φησ' ἐρευνήσας βροτῶν”.
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Tracing the presence or absence of hybris is a very important criterion in identifying the
events that lead a tragic hero to destruction. Evaluating ate, nemesis, and tisis in Attic tragedy
under the spectrum of the tragic cycle, enabled us to clearly define these cases, frequently
suggesting a new English translation for these terms. In this sense, words such as olbos, eutychia,
and eudaimonia commonly describing the happiness or prosperity of the hero at the beginning
of a play, are replaced with words such as dystychia and the synonyms of misfortune, that are
descriptive of the state of misery in which it is concluded. The terms above are related to the
discussion of the nature and fragility of happiness, and how olbos and eudaimonia could be
preserved until the end of one’s life. 426
Summing up, on the basis of selected Euripidean tragedies, we can reach the conclusion
that hybris is not always the reason why ate, the blindness of mind, nemesis, the vengeance of
the gods, and tisis, the punishment of the hero, occur. I further suggest that it is not the violation
of the golden mean, a lack of sophrosyne or a hero's wrongdoing, that leads to the painful
destruction brought upon them by the tragic cycle. Euripides is seen to “reinvent” the tragic cycle
in an attempt to show that the human passions of the gods are able to substitute for the sins of
humans and initiate the chain of events that lead mortals to destruction. Observing and evaluating
this “redefinition” comes with particular importance since this is a significant poetic moment
where the tragedians are often able to philosophize regarding the imperfect nature of the divine
and offer their own view of the existing mythological tradition.

426

Cf. Eur. Andromache 99-101 and Soph. Oedipus the King 1528-1530.
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General Conclusion
In this dissertation, I utilized the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis, as a theoretical
tool for the analysis of the plays of Aeschylus-Sophocles-Euripides, in an attempt to outline the
reasons behind cases where the sequence is redefined. I further theorized that wherever we
observe an abnormality or redefinition of the so-called tragic cycle, this is not a random event
but is a rather significant poetic moment worth further attention. In the cases where the sequence
is broken or redefined by the three great Attic tragedians, it is usually an inescapable external
force, such as fate, necessity, or the human passions of the gods, that substitutes for an element
of the sequence and brings a tragic hero to destruction. The findings and key observations of the
research in the previous chapters are summarized as follows.
One of the primary conclusions of this dissertation is that the tragic cycle is indeed a
valuable tool for tracing the common ground behind the plots of Attic tragedies. Certain
challenges regarding the “credibility” and consistency of this pattern had to be addressed at the
beginning of this dissertation. First, the definition of the terms ὕβρις, ἄτη, νέμεσις, τίσις was
necessary, given the wide variety of their uses in Hesiod, Homer and the Attic tragedians. In
addition, the cyclical nature of the sequence had to be determined. This is not only based on
comparable evidence of similar cyclical patterns but is clearly outlined by the poets themselves,
as seen e.g. in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon 750-781: there is an old saying, the Chorus says, that a
man’s prosperity (ὄλβον), ripened and grown great, has offspring of ruin, and from his good
fortune there springs insatiable woe (οἰζύν) for his family. An old act of outrage (ὕβρις) will
likely give birth to a new young outrage (νεάζουσαν ὕβριν) and the result will soon be “a deity
with whom none can war or fight”, Ate (Ἄτας). Then Dike (Δίκα), a word seen interchangeably
with nemesis, soon shines out from this process and provides tisis (τίει) to the righteous people.
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In the first chapter, I put the idea of the tragic cycle to the test by referring to cases where
it is seen to operate outside of tragedy; first, in Homer, Hesiod, Aesop, Thucydides, and then in
three characteristic cases in Herodotus. Evaluating the sequence of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis
outside the context of tragedy was of particular importance, given that these works have been
clearly influential for the Attic tragedians themselves, such as the story of Xerxes in Aeschylus’
Persae. This analysis also suggests a fertile ground for further research that could transform this
dissertation into a monograph, by comparing the tragic cycle in the works of the Attic tragedians
to later eras with potential extensions to Roman tragedy, and observing its similarities and
differences in these new contexts.
Scholarship generally agrees on the presence of the elements of pride and punishment, and
there is consensus that the severity of punishment does not necessarily match the committed
crime. Scholars tend to emphasize the hybris-nemesis dipole, which is nevertheless unable to
describe by itself at sufficient length the events taking place in Attic tragedy, indicating that the
tragic cycle should not be overly simplified to a pattern of “pride and punishment”. The model
of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis was put to the test via the analysis of all preserved tragedies and
fragments of Aeschylus-Sophocles-Euripides in this dissertation, and it was shown that the
elements of hybris and nemesis along with ate and tisis respectively are integral parts of the
sequence. The four elements of the tragic cycle are forged into a unity not only by their operation
as elements of the plot but also by bringing the eventual outcome of each play to fulfillment.
After the analysis of cases taken from the corpus of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides through
the spectrum of the tragic cycle, we are able to draw interesting conclusions regarding the
findings associated with the sequence and its four elements. In this sense, the terms are defined
more clearly by their uses in the works of the Attic tragedians.
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The length of the scholarly discussion regarding instances and expressions of hybris in the
ancient texts results from the term’s complexity. Scholarship generally agrees on the need to see
hybris in a broader context, extending beyond the religious dimension of the term. Enforcing the
remaining sequence of ate-nemesis-tisis upon a tragic hero who has not previously committed
hybris is a concrete example of the sequence’s redefinition. Tracing and defining the elements
of the sequence in every play of the three great Attic tragedians, including olbos and dystychia,
along with hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis was a key goal of this research.
Olbos, eutychia, or the strongest expression of human happiness, eudaimonia, frequently
preexist the initiation of the sequence, which indicates that there is a certain connection between
“excessive” happiness and the presence of the tragic cycle. This connection is traced in a twofold
-and frequently interweaved- causation: either happiness and prosperity bring exuberance to the
humans enjoying it, who then commit hybris, or this apparently excessive well-being and
prosperity intrigue the envy of the gods, who then initiate the tragic cycle upon their victims
without the presence of hybris. It is important to note that although happiness and prosperity
frequently preexist, they do not directly provoke the events of the tragic cycle; for this reason, it
would be inaccurate to equate substantial well-being with hybris.
Hybris appears more frequently than ate, and both terms appear significantly more times
than nemesis and tisis in Attic tragedy. Ὕβρις bears a wide range of different meanings, from
the most common notions of exuberance, pride, and insolence, to the rarer but all the more
significant ones, such as the presence of violence in a person, animal or force of nature, and even
lust in the plays of Sophocles. For this reason, the most accurate transliteration of ὕβρις is hybris
instead of “hubris”, given that the latter mostly bears the meaning of arrogance and exuberance,
just as the word κόμπος, and is essentially a subcategory of the former.
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With regards to ἄτη, an important observation is that most English translations routinely
translate the word as “ruin”. Ate should be translated in the majority of cases as ruin indeed, but
in noteworthy exceptions, the term is meant to denote delusion, the blindness of mind, and could
even appear interchangeably with the term μανία. Especially when Ἄτη is capitalized, we have
a straightforward indication that the deity of mischief is announced, and it would be more
accurate to transliterate it as “Ate”, given that a translation of the term as “Ruin” would not
transmit the most accurate meaning in context. These exceptions are particularly important for
our analysis, and as shown below, they offer a clear indication of the presence of the tragic cycle.
The rarest word of the four elements of the tragic cycle is νέμεσις. The reason why nemesis
appears fewer times than the remaining elements of the tragic cycle could be better understood
if we bear in mind the many synonyms of the word that are seen in these plays interchangeably.
For example, Dike, Erinys, and occasionally other more unusual terms like Ara operate as
synonyms for nemesis. It is also important to mention that the absence of a word does not
concurrently indicate that the concept does not operate in the play as a plot element. The audience
would not need to hear the word nemesis from the mouth of the Chorus in Aeschylus’ Seven
against Thebes, Sophocles’ Ajax or Euripides’ Heracles, in order to understand that the heroes’
severe misfortunes are the results of divine retribution.
The word τίσις appears more times than nemesis in the works of Aeschylus, Sophocles,
and Euripides, frequently in a compound verb, such as προτ(ε)ίνω, or a compound noun such as
ἔκτ(ε)ισις. The meaning of repayment, making amends, and punishment casually appears in tisis,
without any notable exceptions, bringing the restoration of justice. It is important to mention,
nevertheless, that the term is seen as expected at the end of the tragic cycle, and the meaning of
punishment that it bears is effectively connected with the outcome of dystychia.
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Through the analysis of the moral vocabulary that is present in the works of AeschylusSophocles-Euripides, and of hybris as a first and foremost element that initiates the tragic cycle
of ate-nemesis-tisis, we gained a better understanding of the tragic cycle in Attic tragedy. In my
approach to the texts, I attempted to offer a different view by focusing on the specific reasons
behind the breaking and redefinition of this sequence of events. The results were often surprising
and rewarding: inescapable forces, such as fate and necessity, along with the human passions of
the gods, caused abnormalities to the anticipated route of the pattern, given that they substituted
for the hybris of the tragic hero. Determining these reasons, while engaging in a dialogue with
scholarship in each examined case proved to be a valuable tool in this research. I used these
works as a starting point and, by analyzing the plots of most Aeschylean, Sophoclean, and
Euripidean tragedies, I assembled evidence that led to different conclusions.
Seen in a broader context, the tragic cycle attempts to offer a response to the riddle of the
abrupt transition of humans from happiness to misfortune, by setting in order the otherwise
incomprehensible forces determining human fate. It would be difficult to understand how
Oedipus’ attempts to escape his fate brought him even closer to fulfilling it, or how Hippolytus’
piety is responsible for his own demise, without reading these stories from the perspective of the
tragic cycle and its redefinition. We have already analyzed how human happiness could be
potentially connected with exuberance, bringing an abrupt transition to misfortune.
But as we observed throughout the analysis of selected examples in the corpus of the three
Attic tragedians, a complete and “proper” tragic cycle is ultimately rarer than a redefined one.
This is what makes the plots even more “tragic” and outlines the helplessness of heroes against
inescapable -and frequently unjust- forces, despite the traditional norm expressed in a saying
which seemed “old” even to the Chorus of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, which narrates it.
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By utilizing the tragic cycle as a standard and theoretical tool for analysis, we are able to
determine how each one of the three authors understood the idea of the religious order. The
redefinition of the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis occurs in all three Attic tragedians,
supplying much common ground and a few subtle differences between them, which are worth
summarizing here. First of all, a noteworthy observation regarding the redefinition of the tragic
cycle is that in most cases, the human passions of the gods seem to substitute for an element of
the sequence. These are neither just occasions of “poetic abnormality” nor cases where the poet
passively follows the existing tradition. On the contrary, the poets are making a strong statement
of their own, in some cases indirect and gentle, in others strongly apparent. The three great Attic
tragedians equally put the idea of the tragic cycle to the test, as seen below.
In Aeschylus, we observed the particularly interesting case of a poet carefully defining the
tragic cycle, and emphatically redefining it within the same play. This redefinition frequently
resulted in an abrupt plot twist, while appearing in crucial and climactic moments in his plays.
Sophocles exercises much caution in the redefinition of the tragic cycle: by following the path
of tradition, his heroes face the sequence of events leading to their destruction in a pattern subtly
redefined by forces extending beyond human nature, such as fate, necessity, or the silent
cooperation of the gods. In Euripides, the tragic cycle is redefined in a much more emphatic way
than in the two previous Attic tragedians: ordinary people are frequently seen in extraordinary
circumstances due to the human passions of the gods, which frequently substitute for the heroes’
hybris. The gods in Euripides initiate the tragic cycle frequently upon innocent victims with
severity that justifies the characterization of Euripides as “the most tragic of the poets”. The
paradoxical behavior of the gods in all three great Attic tragedians is better understood if we
keep in mind that their goal is often not the administration of justice or religious order.
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Unlike other examples in existing tradition, such as the legend of Ixion or the punishment
of Penelope’s suitors, which follow the expected route of the tragic cycle, in many instances
analyzed in this dissertation, this sequence of events is initiated upon a hero without the presence
of hybris. In most cases where we observed an abnormality in the expected route of the tragic
cycle, we had to evaluate the intention of the gods, which very often was not the administration
of justice. Frequently provoking the circumstances that create the tragic cycle, only in an attempt
to satisfy their own human passions, the Olympians initiate the sequence or even provoke ate
themselves in order to cause destruction.
Given that the passions of the Greek gods were among their integral defining
characteristics, it is challenging to determine a “fair” and “forbidden” level of the divine
passions, and we did not evaluate as inappropriate in the traditional sense of the divine,
everything that deviated from virtue. Instead, we focused on passions that surpassed in intensity,
vehemence, and indignity those of the mortals. In other cases, this was observed by the heroes
themselves, such as in the case of Cadmus in the Bacchae who remarks that “the gods must not
be similar in wrath with men” (v. 1348).
De Romilly (1986) 35ff. summarizes the nature of divine justice eloquently in Euripides
by stating that the gods rather seem to take vengeance than punish mistakes. Given that the Greek
gods are imperfect by nature, in Attic tragedy, as in the Histories of Herodotus, the poets
frequently describe some standards of life, morality, behavior, and positioning towards
prosperity, which represented exemplary values that the audience of their era should strive for.
In this sense, human passions of the divine -should we accept that these not only exist but also
must exist, as an important element of the plot in Attic tragedy- received our special attention.
The figures presented at the end of each section in this dissertation schematically depicted how
the tragic cycle was redefined, outlining the key elements of each plot.
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There were indeed multiple equivocal cases, challenging indeed, where one could argue in
favor of a different interpretation: was the extreme modesty of Hippolytus hybris? Was
Antigone’s hybris against city laws justified in order to maintain divine laws? And if so, why
did the gods, who were quick to show their dissatisfaction against Creon, not intervene to save
Antigone? The tragic cycle is an effective tool that allows us to interpret important forces in
Attic tragedy that otherwise would remain incomprehensible, as for example in the Persae: how
could a god of justice assist one’s wrongdoing, only in order to bring upon them their punishment
an hour sooner? This obscure thought in the stereotypically “pious” Aeschylus, is challenging
the essence of divine presence in Attic tragedy. These questions, among others, outline the
difficulty of offering one and only interpretation of each text; but this is where their beauty lies
because in tragedy as in life the simple answers could frequently prove to be elusive or to
remember Oscar Wilde on this occasion, “The truth is rarely pure and never simple.”
The multitude of equivocal, in-between cases of the tragic cycle, remind us of the need for
an everlasting dialogue with the Classical texts. But even if the presence or absence of hybris
and the proper or redefined use of the tragic cycle is frequently a matter of interpretation, there
is strong evidence suggesting that the tragic cycle should be taken into serious account in the
interpretation of the works of the three great Attic tragedians.
Many of the approaches that I choose to follow or outline in this research, and some similar
to them, have not been left without critics in the past, but discussing and offering a response to
these very challenges was the quintessence of this dissertation. Through the analysis of the entire
preserved corpus of Aeschylus-Sophocles-Euripides and substantial fragments, we have been
able to show the tragic cycle of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is utilized in each of the great tragedians,
and how redefinitions of this known sequence more frequently occur in Euripides.
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A final question, which would have likely been in the mind of the audience of the 5th
century BCE, still remains in the modern reader: what do we actually learn from the tragic heroes
that fall victims to -an occasionally redefined- tragic cycle that could potentially lead us to the
ultimate Aristotelian goal of tragedy, i.e. catharsis? First, it is necessary to keep in mind that a
redefined tragic cycle, should not be treated necessarily as an “unfair” one.
The gods in tragedy, as the forces of nature, cannot be evaluated by the same standards as
men, based on the dipole of agathon and kakon. The forces of the gods frequently represent a
blind force or operate under their own laws, as do the forces of nature, like an overflowing river
or an erupting volcano wiping out an entire village. These would be something kakon, not per
se, but only to the people morally evaluating them. Similarly, the gods are seen to follow different
rules, clearly distinguishing themselves from humans, and an action that would have been
otherwise unjust or punishable, when committed by a god, is simply determined as divine will.
This explains the characterization of the god as something ποικίλον and δυστέκμαρτον, in
Euripides’ Helen (v. 698).
The breaking of the tragic cycle comes with the realization that the sequence does not
always lead to the restoration of religious order, which offers a reminder of the relativity of
justice, and the new order that started emerging after the fifth century BCE in Athens. And it is
also a reminder that tragic heroes die in a hard if not undeserved way, as seen in the Trachiniae
and the fragments of Bellerophon. Then the pride and image of these tragic heroes, like Herakles,
is more easily restored in the audience’s mind; for, after all, they are not entirely responsible for
the misfortunes they suffered. Last but not least, sometimes the tragic cycle is broken because of
designated fate or inherited guilt: the tragic hero has to be punished and die, and his choices, a
result of his free will, only bring him closer to the fulfillment of this moira, as in the case of
Oedipus, which safely leads us to the path of tradition.
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Summing up, by redefining the tragic cycle, the Attic tragedians point out that it was neither
the lack of sophrosyne, nor hybris in many cases, that resulted in the sequence of events that
brought heroes to misfortune. The first and foremost reason behind this redefinition is the human
passions of the gods: these frequently substitute for the element of hybris, thus initiating the
sequence of events that lead a hero to destruction or by delivering a punishment that does not fit
the committed crime. What is more, in these statements, we can observe a difference in the
perspective of justice; what is just and what is not, is not perceived in the same way by the three
Attic tragedians. Observing and evaluating this redefinition comes with particular importance in
Attic tragedy since this is a significant poetic moment where the tragedians are often able to
philosophize regarding the imperfect nature of the divine. In this sense, these cases were neither
treated as occasions of “poetic abnormality” nor as instances where the poet passively follows
the existing tradition.
This analysis and different reading of the plays is ultimately the reason why the tragic
sequence of hybris-ate-nemesis-tisis is a useful model in evaluating the events of the Aeschylean,
Sophoclean, and Euripidean tragedies. The poets reform and in some cases “reinvent” the tragic
cycle in an attempt to show that the human passions of the gods are able to substitute for the
hybris, sins, or tragic flaws of humans, and provide themselves with the necessary reasons to
initiate the chain of events that lead mortals to destruction. The sequence operates as an integral
element of the plot, and its specification and understanding reveal a new dimension of subtle
forces taking place in the unfolding of the play’s events. In addition, it provides a better
understanding of terms that are by nature hard to determine, such as the idea of religious order
and justice in the works of each Attic tragedian.
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